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         the organisation of intensive days of research.

      But wine books are above all about people, so it is all the winegrowers who feature within these pages who must be thanked,
         for allowing me to impose upon their time, for their readiness to answer questions and explain their appellation, for sharing
         their concerns and problems as well as their enthusiasm and passion, and for their willingness to open bottles and tap vats
         in the desire to illustrate the wonderful originality and intricacies of their appellation and terroir. There were some wonderful moments of hospitality, too many to single out, with lunches and dinners of regional flavours
         accompanied by lively conversation. I would also like to thank my great friends, Daniel and Patricia Domergue from Clos Centeilles
         in the Minervois, who have helped more than they realise in the formation of this book.
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         more of my favourite part of my favourite country. Friends who came on various research trips with me – namely Monique Dorel,
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The seeds of this book were first sown more than a dozen years ago. I was just completing the research for a previous book,
         French Country Wines, in which the vineyards of the south of France feature largely. It was the final day of an intensive fortnight of visits
         before I caught the night train to Paris, and an appointment with one of the big players in the Languedoc, the Vignerons du
         Val d’Orbieu, led to lunch with their then export manager, Claude Vialade. Over a cheerful steak frites and a bottle of Vin de Pays Nouveau – it was late October and the new wine had just been released, a month ahead of Beaujolais
         – the conversation naturally turned to the tremendous changes in the Languedoc. This was 1987 and already the contrasts and
         developments since my first visit to the Midi, almost ten years earlier, were palpable.

      The transformation of this extraordinary region had started; the first stirrings towards quality were apparent. The most adventurous,
         innovative producers had not only planted the classic cépages améliorateurs, Syrah and Mourvèdre, but were trying out grape varieties with little or no tradition in the Midi – not just the more obvious
         choices, such as Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay, but also Viognier and Chenin Blanc. The first barriques were appearing in cellars amid a prevailing spirit of adventure and discovery. The whole region vibrated on the edge of an
         explosion of progress. ‘There is a book to be written,’ one of us said. ‘The Midi deserves a book of its own.’ And the idea
         was planted. Since 1987 other books have intervened, but the seeds merely lay dormant.

      Meanwhile, in the Midi the pace of change has increased breathtakingly. Existing vineyards have been replanted, and new ones
         have been created where once there were only scrubland and garrigue. New viticultural techniques have been tested; new grape varieties introduced. You are never quite sure what you will encounter, from Petite Arvine in the St Chinianais to Pinot Noir
         in the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence. In the cellar, the improvements and innovations have to be seen, with all the latest modern
         equipment from pneumatic presses and sophisticated filters to computerised means of temperature control. Suddenly the south
         of France has captured the imagination of the wine world: its coming of age as a producer of top quality and original wines
         makes it without question the most stimulating region to visit.

      What is exciting, too, is the wave of new people. So many of the producers I visited for this book have made their first wines
         within the last ten years. Long-established families may have tended their vineyards for generations but had the grapes vinified
         at the local co-operatives. Others may be newcomers to the world of grape growing and wine making, seized by an enthusiastic
         desire to create something from the land. They are people who have come from all walks of life, many struggling to make ends
         meet, some the lucky ones with money to invest and the wit to spend it profitably. Ask the wine growers why they do what they
         do. I have lost count of the number of times when, without a moment’s hesitation, the reply was ‘C’est ma passion.’ It is not just a living, but a passion. And these are the people that you will encounter on the pages of this book. As
         will be seen, in some instances they have flouted officialdom and challenged the sometimes restrictive bureaucracy of the
         INAO, with its regulations that often determine what you may or may not do in your own vineyard or cellar. In other instances,
         they are simply intent on making the best that their area can offer.

      Rather than The Wines of the Midi, I have preferred to call this book The Wines of the South of France. Conveniently, Banyuls is the first appellation after the Spanish border, just as Bellet, on the outskirts of Nice, is the
         last appellation before Italy. Both illustrate the richness and diversity of this vast region: Banyuls’ originality of flavours
         in a stylish vin doux naturel and Bellet’s unexpected evolution of a dry white wine made from Rolle alongside the curiosities of red grape varieties, Folle
         Noir and Braquet. The term Midi does indeed describe the south of France and, in some parlance, specifically the Languedoc and Roussillon; but it can also
         more broadly include Provence and Corsica, and even parts of the vineyards of the South West. However, there is no escaping
         the fact that the term does have a pejorative ring to it, a reflection of the previous vocation of the region for producing enormous quantities of worse than ordinary vin ordinaire. These appellations merit a more specific description than the all-embracing Midi.

      The book is the fruit of sixteen trips between April 1997 and September 1999. Some were no more than two-day flying visits
         to the recently developed biennial wine fair in Montpellier, Vinisud, which is increasingly providing a comprehensive showcase
         for the region. Others were two weeks of solid exploration of several appellations. The research had an inauspicious start.
         As I left the Gatwick Express to catch the early flight to Montpellier on an April Monday, the first words I heard, coming
         over the station loudspeaker, were ‘Please evacuate the station immediately.’ This was the morning in 1997 when the IRA brought
         most of central London as well as the capital’s airports to a standstill. The next five hours were spent sitting on my luggage
         by a roundabout somewhere near the entrance to Gatwick’s South Terminal. Fortunately it was a sunny morning and the novel
         in my hand luggage proved to be a good read. Things went much more smoothly the following morning: by midday I was driving
         out of Montpellier, down the Languedocienne, with yellow flowering gorse bushes resplendent in the spring sunshine, heading for my first meeting in the little town of
         St Chinian.

      It has been a wonderful period of discovery. The French Mediterranean is rich in colour and flavour. It is the sea that provides
         a common link between these regions. Roussillon has strong associations with Catalonia, across the Pyrenees, for it shared
         a common history until well into the seventeenth century and its capital Perpignan has a Spanish flavour. There is a strong
         tradition of vin doux naturel here, with Rivesaltes, Banyuls and Maury, all based on Grenache Noir, Blanc or Gris, while the table wines, Côtes du Roussillon
         and Côtes du Roussillon Villages, as well as tinier Collioure, are establishing separate reputations.

      Moving north across the departmental boundary, you come to the large appellation of Corbières covering the hills to the south
         of the valley of the Aude. Rivesaltes also makes an appearance here, as well as Fitou, the oldest table wine appellation of
         the Midi. This is wild, rugged countryside, with the hilltops dominated by the remains of Cathar castles. Narbonne is the
         nearest town, an agreeable centre with Roman origins. The unfinished cathedral of St Just merits a visit. Climb to the roof,
         admire the gargoyles close up and look over the roofs to the Montagne de la Clape, the vineyards of the Languedoc and the coastal plains with the large étangs, the inland saltwater lakes. The Canal du Midi, separating Corbières from Minervois, was a lifeline for the region before
         the development of the railways. Today it is populated by pleasure boats for tourists and provides pleasant walking along
         its towpath, under shady trees and past the locks to the animated little port of Homps with its canalside restaurants.

      The medieval city of Carcassonne, turned into a fairy tale site by the restorations of Viollet-le-Duc, in some ways constitutes
         the western edge of the Languedoc. The watershed between the rivers of the Atlantic and the Mediterranean lies some twenty-five
         miles further west at Castelnaudary. The recently promoted appellation of Cabardès and the aspiring appellation of the Côtes
         de la Malepère are where the grape varieties of the Midi meet those of the south west, producing wines with both Syrah and
         Carignan as well as Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon. The animated town of Limoux is the centre of an isolated appellation for
         sparkling wine that claims an even older history than Champagne. The Minervois is another lively appellation intent on improvement,
         establishing a series of crus with a strong emphasis on Syrah in preference to the oft decried Carignan.

      The Coteaux du Languedoc is also undergoing considerable transformation. When the appellation was created in 1985, it incorporated
         a number of VDQS of greater or lesser importance; now it is working towards a scheme of terroirs and crus. Wines like La Clape, Picpoul de Pinet and Pic St Loup are likely to gain in importance, while village names like St Drézery,
         St Christol and Vérargues, once VDQS in their own right, are tending to fade into insignificance. As will be seen, administratively
         the Coteaux du Languedoc is very much in a state of flux, but that does not hinder the amazing creativity of its most innovative
         producers.

      The Coteaux du Languedoc covers a large part of the department of the Hérault, with its enormous production of vin de pays. Here a second strand of viticulture coexists happily with the appellations that encapsulate the tradition of terroir. Many of the vins de pays, most notably Vin de Pays d’Oc, are increasingly based on varietal wines, a concept that is foreign to many a Midi wine maker.
         The classic wine of the Midi implies an assemblage, a blend in the cellar of different grape varieties. The monocepage vins de pays, on the other hand, provide a powerful means of tackling the competition from the New World – the wines of Australia, Chile and South
         Africa. And a third strand of the Hérault viticulture is vin doux naturel, this time based on Muscat, with appellations like Frontignan and Lunel.

      There is a wealth of history in the villages and towns of the Languedoc, the most important being Béziers and Montpellier.
         Béziers has the broad square of the Allées Paul Riquet and several Romanesque churches, while Montpellier has an attractive
         old quarter and lively squares, as well as the new buildings of the Antigone (though I would like it more if it were not a
         driver’s nightmare). Much more accessible and friendly is Pézenas, once called the Versailles of the Languedoc, for it was
         an important cultural centre under the reign of Louis XIV, with visits from Molière in the 1650s. The elegant town houses
         and narrow streets remain today. In the region there are old abbeys such as St Guilhem-le-Désert and Valmagne, the ruins of
         Fontcaude and countless little towns and villages that merit a detour or a brief visit. Some only seem to come to life on
         market day; in others, hardly a dog stirs, and in summer the most demanding activity is the game of boules in the village square under the shade of the plane trees. Sometimes the most imposing building is the village co-operative,
         usually in the standard architecture of the 1930s. Some villages are worthy of note for their circular design, initially a
         means of fortification in the troubled times of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The countryside becomes wilder and more
         rugged the further you venture inland, away from the coastal plains and the gaudy resorts like la Grande Motte and Cap d’Agde.

      The Camargue is where the vast River Rhône flows out into the Mediterranean. It is an extraordinary expanse of marshland,
         the home of pink flamingos, white horses and black bulls – a reminder that southern France shares the Spanish enthusiasm for
         bull fighting. Here, vines grow in the sand. On its edge is that jewel of a town, Aigues-Mortes, built by Louis IX as a port
         for the departure of the eighth and final crusade in 1270. The city walls are still intact and their circuit makes a pleasant
         walk, looking out over the russet roofs – and the forest of television aerials that abruptly remind you of the twentieth century.
         The Tour Constance dominates the horizon for miles around. After your walk, settle in the square, with its statue of St-Louis,
         for an aperitif as the sun sets and all will seem right with the world. The nearby Costières de Nimes, south of the Roman city of Nîmes with its magnificent arena and temple,
         is where the Languedoc meets the Rhône. Administratively it is in the Rhône valley, but I see it as part of the Languedoc
         in attitude, for it shares the pioneering spirit of that region.

      The nearby town of Arles, which also has Roman vestiges, is the gateway to Provence, whence it is a short drive to the vineyards
         of Les Baux-en-Provence, the westernmost appellation of Provence. The dramatic jagged outline of the Alpilles dominates the
         skyline, and beneath these bauxite hills you encounter the first appellation of the south that permits – indeed, demands –
         the presence of Cabernet Sauvignon. Alternatively, if you approach Provence from the north, driving south from Orange, you
         will come first to the Montagne du Lubéron, where the vineyards of the Côtes du Lubéron provide another transition from the
         valley of the Rhône to Provence. Again, in terms of viticultural administration they are in the Rhône but historically this
         region is very much a part of Provence. Apt, the main town of the appellation, is an attractive market town with a Provençal
         atmosphere. To the east, close to the valley of the Durance, is the small and relatively unknown appellation of the Coteaux
         de Pierrevert, while if you cross the Montagne du Lubéron and head south, you come to the sprawling appellation of the Coteaux
         d’Aix-en-Provence. The city of Aix-en-Provence provides a charming centre to the appellation, with its tree- and café-lined
         boulevard Mirabeau, its narrow streets, memories of Cézanne and, on a Saturday morning, quite one of the best markets in the
         whole of Provence.

      The Coteaux Varois, a relatively compact appellation sandwiched between the Coteaux d’Aix-en-Provence and the Côtes de Provence,
         is steadily and determinedly creating an identity and a reputation for its wines. The large Côtes de Provence, with its many
         different terroirs, is still a byword for rosé, but a rosé that is so much more appealing in flavour than it was even ten years ago, having benefited from the enormous technological
         progress of the region. St Tropez, for all its glamorous associations, is a pretty pleasure port and resort at the coastal
         centre of the appellation, while the Ile de Porquerolles is a delightful backwater. There are other, more compact appellations:
         Cassis, around another lively port, has a reputation for white wine; Palette is a tiny area just outside Aix-en-Provence whose
         reputation, and indeed continued existence, have been maintained for many years by just one family; Bandol is where that temperamental grape variety Mourvèdre is at its ultimate
         best, on steep, terraced vineyards; and finally, on the outskirts of Nice, a handful of wine growers save the tiny appellation
         of Bellet from disappearing under tarmac and concrete. Here the Italian influence is apparent, for this was part of Italy
         until 1860.

      From Nice or Marseilles it is but a short flight across the water to the island of Corsica, with breathtaking views of Cap
         Corse as you fly into Bastia. Corsica too was Italian until a few months before the birth of Napoleon. However, it retains
         a fierce island individuality, firmly referring to mainland France as le continent and continuing to cultivate grape varieties like Nielluccio and Vermentino that have more to do with Italy than France. An
         island it may be, but the enormous technical progress of the last few years has not passed it by. There are growers in Patrimonio
         or Calvi as committed to the improvement of their wines as anywhere in the south of France.

      The changes in the Midi over the past ten years have been enormous and the rate of change looks set to continue unabated.
         There are still many unanswered questions. Will a new, all-embracing appellation of Languedoc come into existence? Will the
         Coteaux du Languedoc be separated into several different terroirs, such as Terrasses de Larzac and Terres de Sommières? Will white appellations be developed for Faugères or Fitou? This book
         sets out to describe the wines of the south of France as they are at the end of the second millennium with a minor update
         three years later. As their history over more than two thousand years has shown, nothing ever stands still or can be taken
         for granted. This also applies very much on a personal level. Wine is essentially about people. It is people who create a
         vineyard and an appellation, encapsulating and absorbing the best that their terroir and climate have to offer. But people change: they move on and are replaced. Those who are noteworthy today may still be
         leaders in their appellation in ten years time, or they will have been superseded by newcomers. Only time will tell. In the
         meantime, I have attempted to visit most of the producers of note, over 360 in all, as well as talking to many others, and
         tasting their wines at the various fairs in Montpellier and Paris. Inevitably, I will have missed out people who should have
         been included. Space is one limitation and availability another, for, quite simply, they were away when I was in their area
         and there was nothing to be done.

      I am also very aware that I was steered towards the crème de la crème, the people who are striving for their region, who are intent on creating wines that merit a reputation. Beneath this layer
         of quality you can still find the complacent co-operative member who is interested in nothing more than picking his grapes
         at the minimum acceptable level so that he is then free to spend the early autumn à la chasse. You still find the conservative thinker who does not understand the need to plant Syrah or Mourvèdre, who still produces
         badly vinified vin ordinaire and, more amazingly, finds a market for it. Unfortunately there are still cellars where volatile acidity is rife and oxidation
         the order of the day; and sadly the wine you find in the average village café in the south of France can still leave much
         to be desired. But this book does not concern these. It is about the people who are creating the Midi of the twenty-first
         century, an energetic, vibrant vineyard from Banyuls to Bellet, with intriguing and original flavours that offer enormous
         drinking pleasure, be it on the port at St Tropez or at one of the best tables in the area, Le Mimosa in the village of St
         Guiraud.
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The four broad regions covered in this book, Roussillon, Languedoc, Provence and Corsica, have enjoyed quite a different political
         history over the last two millennia or so, but nonetheless there are common threads in their viticultural development as well
         as a diversity that originates from different external influences. Corsica was Italian until 1769, while Nice did not become
         part of France until 1860. The rest of Provence, the former Provincia Romana, was ruled by the Counts of Provence until it
         came under the French crown in 1486. In contrast, Roussillon has enjoyed a strong Catalan influence, with the Pyrenees providing
         a point of contact rather than a natural barrier. It was finally incorporated into France with the signing of the treaty of
         the Pyrenees in 1659. As for the Languedoc, the mountains of the Massif Central formed a substantial frontier, firmly separating
         the northern and southern parts of the country. Links with Paris were non-existent and the south enjoyed a rich cultural life,
         speaking a different language, the langue d’oc, as opposed to the langue d’oil of the north, until the area was torn apart by the Albigensian Crusade. The Languedoc was under the control of the Counts
         of Toulouse until the last of the line, Alphonse of Poitiers, died after a childless marriage in 1271; his heir was Philippe
         III of France. From then on, the Languedoc would be gradually assimilated into France.

      THE GREEKS AND ROMANS

      The viticultural history of the south begins with the Greeks. It is agreed that they brought vines with them when they founded
         Marsilia, on the site of the modern city of Marseille in the sixth century bc. There is evidence of viticulture and the remains of amphorae, indicate Marsilia’s importance as a trading post
         – what Marcel Lachiver in his fascinating history of French viticulture, Vins, Vignes et Vignerons, describes as a point of anchorage for the Hellenic world in Gaul.

      A few years later the Greeks had settled further along the coast around Agde, and there is again evidence of viticulture,
         but not necessarily of wine making. Excavations at Lattes outside Montpellier have uncovered a large quantity of grape pips
         from the fifth century bc, thus indicating with certainty the existence of vineyards in the Languedoc before the arrival of
         the Romans, who founded a colony at Narbonne in 118 bc. They built a thriving port and opened up the south with the Domitian
         Way, which linked the Rhone Valley to Spain. You can see today an original part of the road in the centre of Narbonne.

      Viticulture flourished under the Romans. Domitian’s edict of ad 92 ordering many existing vineyards to be pulled up, in an
         attempt to ensure that land suitable for the cultivation of wheat retained that purpose, had a temporary braking effect throughout
         Gaul, but only until the Emperor Probus repealed the edict in 276. Meanwhile there are records of wine being imported from
         Gaul to Italy, and ever since then viticulture has been a vital part of the agricultural activity and economy of the whole
         region, despite a brief period of Arab rule in Roussillon. The Saracens took Narbonne in 719 and it was recaptured by Pépin
         le Bref forty years later.

      THE MIDDLE AGES

      The collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century heralded a period of instability. Vandals and Visigoths, as well as
         Saracens, contributed to the upheavals until Charles I, soon to be known as Charlemagne, was crowned Emperor of the Romans
         by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day 800 at St Peter’s in Rome. His rule brought some much-needed stability to the region.

      The increasingly powerful Catholic Church also contributed to the development of viticulture throughout the region during
         the Middle Ages. There were Benedictine abbeys such as Saint Guilhem-le-Désert and Lagrasse, as well as the later Cistercian
         abbeys of Fontfroide and Valmagne, to mention just four that are still standing and which very much merit a visit. At one time, in fact, there were as many as fifty Benedictine abbeys in
         Languedoc– Roussillon, for all of which the production of wine was an essential part of monastic life. It was needed not only
         for the eucharist but also for hospitality, for the monasteries were the four-star hotels of the medieval traveller. They
         played a vital role in maintaining and expanding the viticultural traditions of the south throughout the Middle Ages, especially
         during the periods of social upheaval caused by the Albigensian crusade and the Hundred Years War.

      The recurrent outbreaks of bubonic plague also had an effect, devastating the population and causing a sharp drop in the area
         of vineyards. The records of the village of Alignan-du-Vent near Béziers illustrate this sharp decline and subsequent revival.
         In 1353 there were forty vineyards out of a hundred fields. By 1378 the number had fallen to thirty-three and by the turn
         of the century to just six. It would seem that a revival began in the fifteenth century, with twenty vineyards by 1520 and
         a lively expansion during the middle of the sixteenth century. Vineyards competed with olive trees and with wheat. Once the
         Languedoc was assimilated into France, wine from the region began to travel north, and there are records of Languedoc wine
         being enjoyed at the Valois court of Charles V towards the end of the fourteenth century. Nonetheless the Massif Central represented
         a substantial barrier throughout the Middle Ages and difficulties of transport would ensure that the wines of the south remained
         unknown.

      Viticultural fortunes continued to fluctuate. The ending of the Wars of Religion with the accession of Henri IV in 1589 offered
         a hope of prosperity. Vineyard plantings increased enormously in the first half of the seventeenth century as a result of
         the clearing of scrubland in the hills, while the plains remained indispensable for the production of wheat. Taverns flourished,
         trade developed and the market opened up towards Italy and Catalonia, with Agde and Béziers becoming important commercial
         centres.

      THE CANAL DU MIDI

      Nonetheless the region remained relatively isolated from the rest of the country, with poor communications, until the building
         of the Canal du Midi in the seventeenth century under the impetus of Colbert. The reputation of virtually every wine has depended
         upon ease of transport. Most great vineyards are close to river systems, which were vital in the days of impassable roads
         before the invention of railways. The Canal du Midi was opened in 1681. It is also appropriately called the Canal des Deux
         Mers, for it links the Mediterranean and Sète, a new port that had opened a few years earlier, with the Atlantic. To appreciate
         this colossal feat of engineering, it is worth taking a detour to see the locks of Fonséranes, just outside Béziers. This
         is a series of eight locks, one after the other like a flight of steps, that changes the water level by twenty-five metres.
         Pierre-Paul Riquet, the engineer who masterminded the whole project at great personal cost, is commemorated in the Allées
         Paul Riquet, the broad promenade in Béziers that has his statue in its centre.

      However, the Bordelais maintained their privileges and during the eighteenth century only five per cent of the wines and eaux de vie of the Languedoc were exported along the Canal du Midi. Bordeaux did not want the Languedoc as competition. In 1742 a royal
         decree allowed the sales of wines from the Languedoc from the feast of St Martin on 11 November until 8 September, when any
         unsold wine would have to be returned to its source for distillation. Transport was expensive and so were the tolls. Although
         the port of Sète provided another opportunity for trade, it was only accessible to merchants from northern Europe, notably
         the Dutch, through the Straits of Gibraltar.

      THE WINTER OF 1708–9

      The terrible winter of 1708–9, with severe cold that lasted from the middle of October until the end of the following February,
         caused untold damage to agriculture all over France, and particularly in the northern part of the country. Many vineyards
         were devastated by frost, and only those near the sea in the south, with their more equable climate, particularly those of
         the Languedoc and Provence, survived. None the less, temperatures of –17.5°C were recorded in Marseille and –16.1°C
         in Montpellier, while in Paris they fell to –23.1°C. A royal edict of 1710, intended to facilitate the transport and
         sale of wine from the south to the capital, caused friction with the Bordelais, who struggled to maintain their privileges. The south was able to benefit from the shortage of wine in the
         north.

      THE PROSPERITY OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

      It was not until the nineteenth century that the vineyards of the Midi experienced a period of major prosperity. The period
         of industrialisation after Napoleon’s reign brought an immense demand for the wines of the Midi, for with the Industrial Revolution
         came a new clientele, the factory workers and miners of the north, who wanted a cheap, energy-inducing drink, namely wine.
         The Midi adapted itself to this demand and created an industrial vineyard for the production of thin, acidic wine that barely
         reached 7° or 8° alcohol and which was further watered down by its consumers. Today it would be considered quite undrinkable.
         However, it was on this that the economic and agricultural success of the Midi was built. This was the period that saw the
         building of many fine châteaux, with immense cellars that catered for enormous quantities of wine. A building such as the
         Château de Grézan in Faugères may look from a distance like a medieval edifice, but in fact it dates from the nineteenth century
         and is one of many such designed by a Bordelais architect, Monsieur Garosse, who offered potential clients a catalogue of
         different buildings.

      The Midi, not Bordeaux or Burgundy, was where the greatest technical progress in wine making took place in the nineteenth
         century. In a vineyard near Mauguio in the Hérault, Henri Bouschet created a new grape variety, the Alicante Bouschet, by
         crossing Grenache Noir with a hybrid of Aramon and Teinturier du Cher developed by his father Louis, a few years earlier.
         Louis Bouschet de Bernard, known as ‘the father of hybrids’, lamented the demands of the market, which chose wine by colour,
         irrespective of taste: ‘If I chose grape varieties like Aspiran and Terret, which give me fine delicate wines, why would I
         not fear that the négociants, although recognising the quality of the wine, would not want it. We know that these wines are neglected and despised. Colour
         is everything for trade. That the wines are bitter, hard and green, so long as they are deep in colour, it is all the same.’
         Alicante Bouschet was to become one of the most widely planted varieties of the Midi in the years following the phylloxera
         crisis.

      At the beginning of the nineteenth century France had the largest vineyard in the world. The Gironde was the most productive
         department, followed by the Charente and Charente Inférieure (as the Charente-Maritime was then called) and then the Hérault.
         Lachiver asserts that in the early nineteenth century the viticultural fortunes of the Languedoc were based on eau de vie. In 1820 sixty per cent of the production of the Hérault was distilled. Lachiver sees 1850 as the year that brought the end
         of the traditional vineyard all over France, for within a few years it was to be transformed by cryptogrammic disease, notably
         oidium, as well as by the consequences of the railways and of phylloxera, which meant that the Languedoc would be replanted
         as a vignoble de masse, completely changing its traditional practices of cultivation and production.

      The nineteenth-century authorities wrote of the wines of the Languedoc with varying degrees of enthusiasm, sometimes singling
         out specific crus. Jullien said that the red wines of the Languedoc generally had body and alcohol and that some were very good. He designated
         three categories, in addition to the vins de chaudière or wines for distillation.

      By 1862 Rendu was more precise. He too classified the wines of the Languedoc into three categories: the vines of the hills
         or the garrigue, a term describing the wild scrub of the foothills of the Massif Central, which provided wines for export; the vines of the
         terraces, where the soil consisted of pebbles mixed with iron, which gave wines suitable for commerce; and finally the vineyards
         of the plains, planted with Aramon and Terret Bourret, that produced wines for distillation.

      In the 1860s Guyot undertook a very detailed report on the vineyards of France for Napoleon III. He enthused about the quality
         of the Mourvèdre, called Espar in the Midi, and regretted the development of what he called the ‘common’ grape varieties.
         In the Hérault he found wines for distillation, ordinary wines and great wines, as well as fortified wines and brandy. As
         today, the surplus wine production was destined for distillation. He also mentioned that some eminent wine growers of the
         Hérault were experimenting with Pinots, Cabernet, Syrah, Cot, Sauvignon and Sémillon, as well as Spirans, Espar, Carignan,
         Grenache, Morastel and Clairette, which gave some very superior wines and drinks that were much in demand. There were apparently
         as many as 150 different grape varieties grown in the south. Sadly, many of them were to disappear completely in the aftermath of phylloxera.

      Yields increased enormously in this period. In 1848 the Hérault overtook the Gironde as the department with the largest area
         of vines. Between 1861 and 1867, the six years during which Guyot was preparing his report, production in the Hérault rose
         from nine to fourteen million hectolitres. The all-time record harvest was 1869, when the Hérault produced a breathtaking
         15,236,000 hectolitres from 226,000 hectares of vines. The average yield per hectare works out at almost 68 hectolitres, which
         is enormous for the period. The year 1875 saw the record harvest of France, with 84 million hectolitres. Between 1878 and
         1899 there was never a harvest larger than 50 million hectolitres and consumption was always greater. However, in 1900 production
         soared to 68 million, dropping again to 58 million hectolitres in 1901.

      The development of the railways in the second half of the nineteenth century coincided with the period of industrialisation
         and encouraged the growth of the Languedoc vineyards, providing an easy means of transport to the capital and the industrial
         north. The Paris–Lyons–Marseilles railway opened in 1856 and links were also provided with Sète, Montpellier, Béziers and
         Narbonne. The charges for the transport of wine dropped significantly. In 1840 it had cost 50 francs to send a cask of wine
         from Montpellier to Lyons, a price that fell to 10 francs by 1858.

      PHYLLOXERA

      But there were problems too. A severe attack of oidium in the 1850s led to a change in the composition of the vineyards, for
         Carignan and Aramon became the principal grape varieties when replanting took place. Then in 1863 the phylloxera louse was
         found at the village of Pujaut in the Gard, in the vineyards of a grower who had imported some American vines. The louse began
         its steady munch westwards and northwards, although it did not reach the Aude until 1885 and Chablis in northern France until
         1887. People hoped to escape its devastating effects, but its progress was relentless.

      In the later part of the nineteenth century enormous energy was devoted to finding a remedy for phylloxera. The louse was
         identified by Emile Planchon, professor in the school of chemistry at the University of Montpellier. His statue stands in front of the railway station in Montpellier. As well as identifying
         the dreaded louse, he made the connection between it and the American vines that had been brought into France. The effects
         of phylloxera were instantaneous. Plantings in the Hérault fell from 222,000 hectares in 1872 down to fewer than 90,000 in
         1881, and in the Gard from 88,000 in 1871 to 15,000 in 1879. The French government offered a reward of 300,000 francs to whoever
         discovered a remedy. The Hérault alone produced some 696 different suggestions, of which about half were tried out in an experimental
         vineyard near Montpellier. Suggested remedies included the flooding of vineyards on the coastal plains, for the life cycle
         of the louse includes forty days underground. The soil around the roots of vines was injected with carbon bisulphide; occasionally
         you still see the piece of equipment used, carefully preserved as a museum piece. Gaston Bazille from Montpellier was the
         first to experiment with the grafting of European vines on to American rootstocks, but this procedure was not initially seen
         as the sought-after remedy and the reward was in fact never paid. Eventually, however, it was realised that this was the only
         viable solution. Already by 1879 there were four hundred and fifty hectares of grafted vines in the region.

      Vines adapt more easily to grafting on the more fertile, less chalky soil of the coastal plains, and as the vineyards of the
         Midi were replanted in the last years of the nineteenth century, there was a definite shift away from the hillsides towards
         the coastal plains, leading to a neglect of many of vineyards of quality, of the coteaux and terrasses mentioned by the nineteenth-century authorities, that was to endure until almost the end of the twentieth century. When it
         was noticed that phylloxera did not survive in sandy soil, vineyards were developed on the coastal sand dunes, notably under
         the impetus of the Compagnie des Salins du Midi. These are now the vineyards of Domaines Listel.

      In 1900 there were 200,000 hectares of vines in the Hérault, while between them the three departments of the Languedoc, the
         Aude, Hérault and Gard, produced 21,346,000 hectolitres from 384,560 hectares. The average yield of the particularly prolific
         vineyards of the Hérault was 66 hl/ha, which was enormous for the time, when the national average was only a meagre 29 hl/ha.
         In 1899 these three departments, which had twenty-three per cent of the country’s vineyards, accounted for forty-four per
         cent of the total French production. Although for most of the nineteenth century vines had been grown alongside wheat and olive trees,
         by the turn of the century the Midi had become a region of monoculture. It was the reaction to phylloxera and at the most
         basic level.

      TRADE AT SETE

      During the same period the vineyards of Algeria, then a French colony, were being developed, with a phenomenal increase in
         production from 338,000 hectolitres in 1878 to 22,762,000 ten years later; in 1938 21.5 million hectolitres were produced
         from 400,000 hectares of vines. Wine growers from the Gard, Hérault and Aude, as well as from Spain and Italy, settled in
         Algeria and planted the grape varieties of the Midi, namely Grenache Noir, Cinsaut, Carignan, Aramon and Alicante Bouschet.
         The wines of Algeria soon became known as vins de médicin and the port of Sète developed a lively trade with Oran. Not for nothing is the railway station at Sète called the Gare du
         Maroc. The rich, full-bodied wines of Algeria had the necessary low acidity and deep colour to complement the pale, thin wines
         of the Midi.

      This was the period when Sète, or Cette as the English writers of the time called it, developed a flourishing trade in all
         kinds of spurious wines. Writing in 1877, Charles Tovey describes a six-week tour through the vineyards of France with his
         friend T.G. Shaw, an active campaigner for the reduction in the duty on wine. He writes:

      
         Fifteen miles S.W. Montpelier is the port of Cette. Here are extensive manufactures of wines of all countries – Port, Sherry
            Madeira, Claret Burgundy, or any other known wines. Mr Shaw is an apologist for Cette fabrications. He says: Cette is a by-word
            for adulteration, but its bad name is not deserved. Adulteration means the admixture of foreign matter with the juice of the
            grape. This is practised in Cette as well as in many other places, but probably comparatively little there, because there
            is such an ample choice of every description of grape juice for honest blending that some of the kinds are cheaper and more
            suitable for imitations desired than anything else. It is alleged that if you tell a Cette merchant at 9 a.m. you wish to have 50 pipes of Port, 50 butts of Sherry, and 50 hogsheads of Claret, he will promise
            to deliver them at 4 p.m. There is a good deal of (exaggerated) truth in this, but he can accomplish it, because he possesses
            an almost unlimited supply of a great variety of wines, with body and flavour, which his experience has taught him how to
            use, so that by certain combinations he will produce a remarkably close resemblance to that of any other quality or country.
         

      

      Tovey goes on to say that he has ‘records of tastings innumerable’ of the wines of Cette, but:

      
         I condemned the whole, saving a really fine Muscat Frontignac, vintage 1861, some hogsheads of which I was tempted to purchase
            and which turned out most favourably. I believe that most of the concocted wines are shipped to the Brazils and all parts
            of America; some to India and Australia; but I do not think much is imported into England … I was shown Oporto Port and
            Burgundy Port, Madeira, and white wines which treatments would in a few hours convert into either Chablis or Sherry, Champagne,
            or sparkling Hock of Moselle. Houdin, the great conjuror, would not be equal to such transformations.
         

      

      The process of fabrication was described in what seems to have been a best-seller of the time, a book by Joseph Audibert called
         L’Art de faire le vin avec les raisins secs, which first appeared in 1880 and sold out of five editions, each of a thousand copies, in six months. A sixth edition appeared
         in 1881 and a twelfth in 1886. Audibert explained how to make a wine from raisins soaked in eau de vie and hot water, recommending mixing this so-called wine with wine from the Languedoc or the Var. It is impossible to know
         just how much spurious wine was fabricated in this way. There were wines on the market that had never been near a grape, coming
         from glycerine, sulphuric acid and some colouring matter, while the most common process was simply to use sugar and raisins.

      ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL FRICTION

      But underneath the apparent prosperity and the recovery from the phylloxera crisis there were economic and social problems.
         The Languedoc had become such an important source of supply that a bad harvest in the region automatically meant a wine deficit
         for the whole of France, while an abundant crop resulted in a surplus on the market. With the large vintages of the turn of
         the twentieth century, the price of wine fell and in 1901 supply exceeded demand by about 10 million hectolitres. Prices collapsed.
         In the 1880s a hectolitre of Languedoc wine cost 30 francs and in 1900 10 francs, while the cost of production was 15 francs.
         Prices picked up temporarily with the smaller crops in 1902 and 1903, but then the crisis reappeared with the large crop of
         66 million hectolitres in 1904, which sold at an average price of between 6 and 7 francs per hectolitre. Things came to a
         head in 1907.

      The viticultural community blindly refused to see that the root of the crisis lay in over-production, but insisted that the
         fault lay with fraud of the type practised in Sète and also with the incompetence of the French authorities. The large viticultural
         estates, such as the Compagnie des Salins du Midi, which had greatly extended their land holdings in the preceding years,
         were seen as symbols of the capitalist exploitation of the small wine grower, who was powerless against the commercial clout
         of the négociants paying derisory prices for their wine.

      MARCELIN ALBERT AND THE REVOLT OF 1907

      The inspiration for the revolt came from a humble wine grower, Marcelin Albert, who was born in the village of Argeliers in
         the Aude, a few kilometres north of Narbonne, in 1851. It seems that he was a simple man, but possessed of a powerful command
         of words, who inspired others to follow him in what he hoped would be peaceful demonstrations. He began with a petition in
         his village. In 1905 four hundred signatories refused to pay their taxes and asked for the resignation of the local council,
         united under the cry of ‘Vive le vin naturel! A bas les empoissoneurs’. The village council did resign. A commission given the task of investigating the crisis stated clearly in May 1907 that
         the viticultural crisis was not due to overproduction as the vineyard area was smaller than thirty years earlier. What they
         had simply failed to recognise was that the average yield was much higher. Obtusely, the commission proclaimed that the natural
         production of wine was insufficient to fulfil demand. And what seems curious today is that the wines of Algeria were not seen as contentious, but were accepted as
         French.

      Meanwhile, the tide of protest swelled. On 24 March there was a demonstration of three hundred people in the village of Sallèles
         d’Aude; on 31 March six hundred people at Bize; on 14 April five thousand at Coursan; then ten thousand at Capestang on 21
         April and twenty thousand at Lézignan on 28 April. The momentum gathered. On 5 May eighty thousand people swarmed to Narbonne.
         The demonstrators demanded: ‘Que le vin se vende et se vende à un prix rémunerateur’. Their banners cried ‘Pas de revenu, pas d’impôts. Mort aux fraudeurs, le Midi veut vivre. Nous voulons du pain. Pas de politique’. Les Vignes de Sainte-Colombe by Christian Signol provides a colourful, if somewhat romanticised, account of these turbulent times through the eyes of
         the heroine Charlotte, who runs her family’s wine estate near Narbonne at the turn of the century

      The demonstrations continued in the larger towns – Perpignan, Carcassonne and Nîmes – and culminated with six hundred thousand
         people collecting in Montpellier on 9 June, the day before the expiry of an ultimatum to the government to the effect that
         if it did not take the necessary steps to redress the wine market, a grève d’impôts or tax embargo would be declared. The expiry date passed with no action from the government, and in the days that followed,
         some 618 town councils resigned, indicated by the dramatic gesture of a black flag hung outside the town hall. Meanwhile,
         the Chamber of Deputies voted for an increase in the tax on sugar from 25 francs to 45 francs; the government had wanted it
         fixed at 60 francs and the sugar beet producers of the north had lobbied for a reduction to 15 francs. It was seen as a small
         gesture of appeasement, but meanwhile Clémenceau had called in the troops, albeit a local regiment sympathetic to the demands
         of the wine growers. Things came to a head in Narbonne on 19 June. More troops, this time from outside the region, were deployed
         against the demonstrators and the situation deteriorated, resulting in one death and nine injuries, with more people wounded
         or killed the following day.

      Meanwhile Marcelin Albert, in hiding to avoid arrest, managed to reach Paris and surprise Clémenceau in his office. He was
         not, however, equal to the politician’s cunning and was duped. His fellow demonstrators accused Albert of being bought, for Clémenceau gave him a hundred-franc note to buy a train ticket
         home. Back in his village, ostracised and ridiculed, he gave himself up, although he was released a few weeks later. From
         a redeemer and a saviour, he became a traitor in the eyes of his fellow wine growers.

      The demonstrations of 1907 were not in vain, however. A law, hastily passed on 29 June in an attempt to appease the situation,
         laid down some sensible measures, instituting the system of the déclaration de récolte, the declaration of the harvest, alongside the déclaration de stocks, which together gave an idea of the availability of wine for sale during the following twelve months. These two measures
         remain in force today. Action was also taken against fraud, by imposing some control over the sugar producers and taxing sugar
         destined for the wine industry. The following month saw the creation of the Répression des Fraudes and in September the legal
         definition of wine, as coming ‘exclusively from the alcoholic fermentation of fresh grapes or from the juice of fresh grapes’.
         This was certainly a step in the right direction, but the real problem remained: the overproduction of mediocre wine. It was
         a problem that was to remain with the Languedoc for most of the twentieth century, lying dormant most of the time but erupting
         periodically and often violently.

      THE FIRST CO-OPERATIVES

      The creation of caves coopératives or co-operative cellars was put forward as a possible solution to the problem of overproduction. The idea was not new. The
         very first village co-operative had been set up in the Ahr valley in Germany in 1868 and others had followed in Catalonia,
         Hungary and in Alsace at Ribeauvillé in 1895. The concept appealed to the socialist unions, who saw co-operatives as an opportunity
         to resist the large négociants and landowners. The first co-operative of the Languedoc appeared in the village of Mudaison in the Hérault in October 1901,
         followed by that of Maraussan, which took the stirring name of Les Vignerons Libres. The first Provençal co-operative was
         set up at Néoules in the Var in 1908 and went under the name of l’Indispensable. By 1914 there were seventy-nine village co-operatives, of which twenty-seven were in Languedoc-Roussillon and thirty-five in the department of the Var alone.

      The first co-operatives were intended to help sales while each wine grower made his own wine. It was only gradually that they
         began to produce wine as well and to share equipment and cellars. The development of the co-operatives was braked by the First
         World War, although sales and consumption of wine increased, with the daily ration of wine to the troops bringing new drinkers.
         The French army consumed 12 million hectolitres of wine in 1916, although the harvests of the war years were relatively modest.
         It was really only in the 1920s and 1930s that the movement took off: 750 co-operatives were founded between 1919 and 1939,
         of which 340 were in Languedoc-Roussillon alone. At the same time French consumption per capita increased from 103 litres
         in 1904 to 136 litres in 1926.

      The co-operatives remain a strong force in the viticulture of the Midi today. They operate with varying degrees of competence,
         some actively promoting the quality of their appellation, encouraging their members to think of quality in terms of the condition
         of the grapes they deliver, the degree of ripeness, the importance of the vineyard sites and so on, in contrast to the conservative
         attitude still prevailing in some quarters that quality equals quantity. The fact remains that, for most wine growers during
         most of the twentieth century, the philosophy of le père Séchard in Balzac’s Les Illusions Perdues held true. Balzac may have been writing in the 1830s but the sentiments expressed by Séchard – ‘Pour moi, la qualité, c’est les écus’ – were still relevant 150 years later. Quite simply, the more wine they produce, the more money they make and the more money
         they have in the bank. Things are now changing as the more forward-thinking co-operatives are instituting systems of remuneration
         that take the quality of the grapes into consideration, and not just the number of hectolitres they produce.

      DEPRESSION AND OVERPRODUCTION

      The 1930s were another difficult time, with the worldwide depression and further overproduction caused by the two enormous
         vintages of 1934 and 1935. France and Algeria between them produced almost 200 million hectolitres of wine in those two years, at a time when the average annual consumption in France
         was 70 million hectolitres and the export market was moribund after the loss of traditional markets following the First World
         War. The problems were not confined to the Midi, however, and the French government had already attempted to resolve the situation
         with the Statute de la Viticulture in 1931. This contained four important principles: it limited yields; restricted new plantings;
         blocked stock at the property in order to regulate the market and introduced the obligatory distillation of part of the crop
         in order to reduce the excess. Primes d’arrachages were introduced and various hybrid varieties were forbidden, although they often remained in the small family plots destined
         for personal consumption. The much lower crop of 1936 and the outbreak of the Second World War relieved the situation to some
         extent. Meanwhile, 1936 saw the creation of the first appellations, among them Cassis in Provence, Rivesaltes in Roussillon
         and Muscat de Frontignan in Languedoc. However, it is also significant that the two Languedoc-Roussillon appellations were
         for vin doux naturel, rather than for table wine. The Midi had to wait until 1948 for its next table wine appellations, namely Fitou and Clairette
         du Languedoc in the Languedoc and Palette in Provence.

      The Midi continued to be a vineyard of mass production and mass consumption, but changes were necessary. These have not been
         easy to achieve, and there have been casualties along the way. Marc Dubernet, one of the region’s leading oenologists, explained.
         Superficially, 1956 was a year like any other, but a turning point had been reached, in that national consumption of wine
         fell for the very first time. In 1956 France was emerging from the austerity of the post-war years and barely perceptible
         changes in social habits were occurring. The French were beginning to drink less but better, and so the demand for the wines
         of the Midi, which was purely national at the time, began to fall. That year also saw the creation of the Common Market with
         the signing of the treaty of Rome, and a very hard winter that destroyed vineyards in northern France and olive trees in the
         Midi. The region was unprepared for change. Many of the landowners were complacent in their monoculture and the wine industry
         was out of date at all levels, both in its co-operative systems of production and in its methods of distribution through the
         négociants who dominated the market.
THE NEGOCIANTS

      Probably the first to suffer were the négociants, for their systems of production and distribution had originally been established to meet the demands of the nineteenth century.
         I talked to Jean-Pierre Bonfils, who began working for his family company in 1952. He is now president of the professional
         body that includes négociants, the Association Française des Eleveurs, Embouteilleurs et Distributeurs de Vins et Spiritueux. First I asked him to reminisce.
         How were things back in 1952 for a négociant in Sète? Essentially, the négociants dominated the marketplace, for there were numerous small cavistes or wine shops but no large, serious wine merchants, and the production of the Languedoc and Roussillon was concentrated in
         vin de table. Vins de pays did not exist and appellation wines, or more often Vins Délimités de Qualité Supérieure, or VDQS wines, accounted for just five per cent of the region’s production. There were two types of négociant at the time, those who practised the traditional trade and those who specialised in aperitifs, people like Noilly Prat, St
         Raphaël, Dubonnet and others, whose source of base wine was the Languedoc.

      For the traditional négociant, trade with Algeria was still important. The port of Sète owed its prosperity to that trade, receiving wines from Algeria
         and also Tunisia. The high-yielding, low-degree wines of the Midi desperately needed a boost of alcohol and flavour, from
         the so-called vins de médicin, to make them acceptable to the consumer in northern France. Sète was at the heart of it all. Bonfils learnt his wine making
         skills in Algeria. He went there for what the French call a stage, a period of apprenticeship, where today he might well have gone to California. After all, Algeria was a part of France.
         And Bonfils was insistent that the wines for blending were chosen with care, just as you would make an assemblage of different vineyards today.

      CHANGES IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

      But things were beginning to change. Algeria was moving towards independence, with disastrous consequences for the so-called
         pieds noirs, many of whom found themselves obliged to leave the country. However, their expertise has helped the Midi. Many of them had considerable experience of wine making in a warm climate. The Midi vigneron was really only interested in his vines, whereas the pieds noirs were very much concerned with their cellars.

      A contemporary account of the viewpoint of the twentieth-century wine grower comes from Emmanuel Maffre-Baugé, who was president
         of the Fédération Nationale des Producteurs de Vins de Table et de Vins de Pays for a number of years. In his book Vendanges Amères he relates the changes in the vineyards of the Languedoc over those years, describing the problems, the confusion and the
         lack of understanding of the growers and the inability of the government to improve the situation.

      At the same time, the systems of commercialisation were beginning to change, with the development of the large supermarkets
         and a drop in the number of marchands de vins en gros, or wholesalers. In 1968 there were twelve thousand all over France; today there are just twelve hundred. The first Carrefour
         opened in 1962, and by 1992 supermarkets like Carrefour and Auchan controlled seventy per cent of the market. The number of
         négociants has dropped sharply too. In 1962 there were seventy in the port of Sète alone, but today there are just ten, and only five
         of any size.

      How have they survived? Quite simply, according to Bonfils, by playing the card of quality. You must believe in the quality
         of the Midi. It can be difficult to convince people of regional identity. The wines need to evolve. You need to make an effort
         in the cellars, to believe in the appellations and to promote a regional identity. Some négociants have bought vineyards and become producers. Others have completely changed the emphasis in their business, so that appellation
         wines are important. Vins de pays, which were first created in 1973, are also significant, for they gave the vin de table some regional identity. The development of Vin de Pays d’Oc in 1987, with its emphasis on varietal wines, has also helped.
         This has all required a considerable modification in people’s attitudes, taking thirty years.

      ETS HERPE

      Paul Herpe from the Narbonne company of Herpe has a similar point of view but approaches the subject from a different angle.
         The family company was founded in 1919. His grandfather, also Paul, had been responsible during the First World War for keeping
         the soldiers in the trenches supplied with wine, and after the war ended he carried on the business, selling to private clients
         by mail order, delivering the wine in barrel. Traditionally, many French wine drinkers have bottled their own wine, a procedure
         described as a métier de barricailleur, and until 1980 Ets Herpe sold only to private clients. They still maintain tiny sales in barrel, which are gradually diminishing
         as their traditional customers disappear. It is a complicated business. The wine is sold by the kilo, to assess the precise
         contents of the barrel, which is weighed both full and empty. The barrels need to be cleaned meticulously when they are returned.
         Herpe remembers that plastic appeared in the mid-1960s, for when he joined the company in 1975 they were already selling what
         are called cubitainers, plastic containers holding five, ten or thirty litres.

      Ets Herpe then began looking for other markets, which led to the opening of twelve shops, mainly in northern France as well
         as Paris and Béziers. They have developed a successful trade with local restaurants and more recently an export market, although,
         as négociants, their role was different from the traditional one of companies like Bonfils. Herpe discussed how the means of supply has
         changed. Fifty years ago, all the little wine makers with a small plot of vines made their wine and sold it en vrac to a local négociant. It was the role of that négociant to blend the different wines according to the requirements of his customers. Now it is the co-operatives that have taken
         over that responsibility, as they have become a more powerful force in the marketplace. The traditional négociants have disappeared, to be superseded by what are called the groupements de producteurs.

      Ets Herpe has survived, as the company has known how to adapt. Between the two world wars there were a hundred négociants in Narbonne. Today Ets Herpe is the sole survivor; the second longest survivor, Mercier, closed its door ten years ago. Paul
         Herpe insists that thirty or forty years ago they had quality criteria that were unusual for the time. They would choose the
         best vat at the co-operative and pay a little more for it. Now their sources of supply have evolved into partnerships with
         various producers scattered over the Languedoc, between the Corbières and Pic St Loup. They have agreements with their various
         partners concerning the vinification and blending. It is ‘our’ wine, made chez le producteur. From some they buy wine without using the name of the estate, and for others they have an exclusivity similar to the relationship
         between a Bordelais négociant and a classed growth château in the Médoc. In addition, the family also has vines of its own in the Corbières.

      There has been a huge increase of sales in bottle: abroad, to the restaurant trade and to their mail order customers, who
         remain faithful but now of course also buy from supermarkets. Also, consumption has changed in that fewer people are drinking
         wine every day. For Herpe, the future lies in sales in bottle, with an increasing number of wine producing partners. Quality
         is the only way to survive for a small business looking for a niche. What Herpe called the policy of vintages is a new concept
         too for the region. The vintages in the Midi may be relatively regular, but there are differences. You only have to compare
         1997 and 1998. Herpe is insistent that there have always been good wines in the Languedoc, but very few of them, so you had
         to look hard to find them.

      A tasting of a small range of Herpe wines illustrated their sound quality, notably those from Château Auris in the Corbières.
         And we finished with a ‘mystery’ wine that turned out to be a pure Mourvèdre from the 1988 vintage, made from the 35 ares
         of Mourvèdre vines in Herpe’s garden just outside Narbonne. Technically it is in the appellation of Corbières. The wine had
         spent six months in new wood and had a deep colour with a rich chocolatey nose, a rich, mature palate and a long, dry finish.

      THE GROUPEMENTS DE PRODUCTEURS

      The négociants have competed with the groupements de producteurs, but for Paul Herpe there was one significant difference. The groupements de producteurs concentrate on the supermarket custom, whereas for Ets Herpe that represents only four or five per cent of their turnover.
         In reality, you cannot compete with these monsters. The associations of producers were born out of the inability of the co-operatives
         to market their own wine and in order to meet the urgent problem of the fall in sales of the region’s wines. They are all
         based on co-operatives, but the co-operatives on their own were not able to satisfy the requirements of large-scale distribution
         and the needs of supermarkets such as Auchan and Casino. The associations of producers have their supporters and their critics. In many respects they perform the same role
         as the regional négociants.

      LES VIGNERONS DU VAL D’ORBIEU

      The most important of these groups is Les Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu, founded in 1967 by eight particularly dynamic wine growers
         based in the Corbières. The leading light, Yves Barsalou, is now president of the Crédit Agricole, the bank favoured by most
         wine growers. The group’s objective was to give a new importance to their vineyards and to recover their prosperity. Today
         it includes seventeen co-operatives in Corbières, Minervois, St Chinian and the Coteaux du Languedoc, and in addition some
         two hundred independent producers in the Aude, Hérault and Pyrénées-Orientales, representing all the appellations of the region.
         It also owns the Château de Jonquières outside Narbonne in the Corbières, which is used as an experimental vineyard. Any producer
         who wishes to join the group buys a share value that relates to his production in hectolitres. In theory, you are not allowed
         to compete on the same market. However, there are growers who sell privately under one label and to the Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu
         under another.

      The role of the Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu is essentially a commercial one. Its members make and mature their own wine, while
         the group is responsible for any blending and also for the bottling and sale of the wine. Although the vinification of its
         members’ wine is not the group’s responsibility, it still plays an important role as adviser and consultant, and it has instigated
         changes in the vineyards and improvements in the cellar. Marc Dubernet is the oenologist with overall responsibility for the
         wines.

      In recent years, however, the group’s role has changed. Not only has there been a distinct shift from sales in bulk to sales
         in bottle, with a greater emphasis on individual estates, but its horizons have expanded considerably. In 1994 it bought Domaines
         Listel, the large producer of Vin de Pays des Sables du Golfe de Lion; in 1997 it moved outside the Languedoc to acquire the
         Bordeaux négociant house of Cordier, with its estates in the Médoc; and in 1998 it bought Pradel in Provence. The group now boasts a FF 2.4
         billion turnover. In reality, the Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu today consists of several limited companies.

      One important reason for the development of these groups is that they have been able to receive the government and European
         subsidies available for what is called the restructuration or replanting of the vineyards. When in the mid-1970s the French government finally recognised the need to change the wine
         economy of the Midi, after yet another bout of demonstrations, and indeed violence, from angry wine growers, it chose the
         producers’ associations rather than individual co-operatives as the main vehicles for the transformation. Many of the new
         plantings are linked to producers’ associations. A group of producers would submit a planting schedule to the government for
         approval and subsidy, for you cannot obtain a subsidy as a private producer unless you are a particularly large private company.
         Indeed, many producers’ associations were formed with the specific aim of acquiring subsidies and will eventually disappear.
         The associations are also able to offer guidance on vinification methods and market strategies; in theory, they are able to
         ascertain market demand and plan accordingly in vineyard and cellar.

      This may all sound a little too optimistic. The producers’ associations have certainly provided outlets and sales where none
         existed before, but they have also been criticised for the effect they have had on the region and have been accused of keeping
         prices unnaturally low. Currently there are about eighty such groups in Languedoc-Roussillon, but only about twenty do any
         serious marketing – others are more concerned with planting vineyards and with vinification. Some have already disappeared,
         and others will go in the few years as the market evolves. Certainly they are less important than they were ten years ago.

      Ask the Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu who their competitors are, and the answer will hardly include any of the producers of the
         Midi. With the drop in wine consumption and the shift towards soft drinks, you could say that Coca Cola is a competitor, or
         perhaps the wine producing countries of the New World, such as Chile and Australia. The biggest wine brands in France are
         Georges Duboeuf, Piat d’Or, Mouton Cadet and the large champagne houses, none of which are really in direct competition in
         the market-place. In the Midi they compete with Skalli on varietal wines. Other big players in the Midi include the large
         négociant house of Jeanjean, run by two brothers who have also known how to adapt to the evolving market. UCCUOR – the Union des Caves Cooperatives de l’Ouest
         Audois et du Razès – is another groupement de producteurs based in the Côtes de la Malepère, but concentrating mainly on vins de pays. Chantovent, and the Vignerons Catalans, the key groupement de producteurs of Roussillon, are also significant.

      THE ‘WINE LAKE’ AND THE DROP IN PRODUCTION

      In the mid-1980s the European ‘wine lake’ was a cause for concern. It was the result of the enormous over-production of vin de table from the Midi and vino da tavola from southern Italy. Distillation was one answer to the problem, which resulted for a short time in an ‘alcohol lake’. A
         sliding scale was introduced to determine how much of the production should be sent to the distillery. If a grower’s vines
         produced only a very modest 45 hl/ha, two per cent of his production, which could mainly be accounted for by lees, went to
         the distillery. If his yield reached 90 hl/ha, which is considered reasonable for a vin de pays in the Midi, the grower had to send eleven and a half per cent of his production. However, once he exceeded the yield for
         a vin de pays, he was severely penalised, so the short-sighted grower who still thought it worthwhile to faire pisser his vines, in the mistaken belief that it would earn him more money, was discouraged. If he produced as much as 135 hl/ha,
         he simply did not obtain enough money to make it remunerative, for what he received for distillation was less than the price
         of vin de table. The more reasonable attitude to yields has also brought a significant drop in the liberal use of fertilisers, and today
         the ‘wine lake’ is a thing of the past.

      In the last twenty years the production of Languedoc–Roussillon has almost halved, for not only have yields decreased, but
         the vineyard area has declined and at the same time the production of appellation wines has increased fivefold. At the beginning
         of the 1990s the total vineyard area of the Languedoc-Roussillon was 300,000 hectares, but this had fallen to nearer 250,000
         hectares by the end of the decade, which still makes it the largest vineyard area of France and three times larger than that
         of Australia. This sharp drop has resulted from the policy of arrachage, of pulling up the vineyards that never produced anything but inferior vin ordinaire. Primes d’arrachage have encouraged the disappearance of some vineyards, but they were not always a strong enough incentive when more money could
         be earned by sending wine to the distillery. And if vines are pulled up, what will the land be used for instead? Cereals are
         a possibility on the fertile coastal plains, except that you need more hectares to make a living from wheat or maize than
         you do from vines.

      There is no doubt that a considerable proportion of the vineyards of the Midi will continue to disappear simply with the passage
         of time. At the same time there has been a shift in the location of the vineyards, with a much greater emphasis being placed
         on the low yielding quality hillsides of the hinterland. The average age of a co-operative member is over fifty. In fact,
         in Roussillon twenty-five per cent of all vignerons are over sixty-five, thirty-seven per cent are between fifty and sixty-five, twenty-one per cent between forty and fifty,
         thirteen per cent between thirty and forty and just four per cent are under the age of thirty. It seems that viticulture is
         an activity for the older generation, and people are gradually giving up their vines as they retire. Often the succeeding
         generation has no interest in them, so that they are simply abandoned or pulled up.

      However, with the revival in the fortunes of the Midi, there has recently been a change in the attitude of the upcoming generation.
         Whereas ten years ago young people were probably regarded as mad to take over their parents’ vines – a safe office job was
         considered more appealing – now they favour viticulture. Their decision may be partly influenced by the threat of unemployment
         and the fact that the vines do provide a ready activity, but amongst many a young wine grower you sense an ambition to create
         something with their vines. In many instances this may mean withdrawing from the village co-operative or simply putting their
         wine into bottle for the first time. It all augurs well for the future.

      FINANCIAL VIABILITY

      I asked Marc Dubernet what had been the most striking change in the Midi since we first met fifteen years ago. He did not
         hesitate over his answer. Viticulture in the Midi is now financially viable in a way that was simply not envisaged in the
         mid-1980s. At that time the French government and the officials in Brussels believed that viticulture in the Languedoc would disappear. The primes d’arrachage and social security payments would allow the wine growers to withdraw from the land. The viticultural population was elderly
         and people would simply retire. At that time thirty-five per cent of the income of Languedoc viticulture came from the French
         government or from Brussels. But it did not happen. In complete contrast, viticulture is today very buoyant, with only five
         per cent or less of its income coming in the form of subsidies. Ask most co-operatives how they paid for impressive new investments
         and they will say autofinancement above all. Maybe the Crédit Agricole has helped, but it is a loan, not a handout from the Government. There has been a clear
         shift from what Dubernet called viticulture assisté to viticulture autonome. Also, young people are returning to the land or remaining on their parents’ land, which has made a considerable difference
         to the dynamics of the region.

      Dubernet sees various reasons for this dramatic transformation. In the period of decline, when the only option was to disappear
         or to start afresh, people did not know what to plant instead. In so many areas, vines were the only viable agricultural choice.
         A few key producers had a vision that could change the perception of the region, and others followed in their wake. These
         producers began to consider what the market really wanted, realising that the demand was for better quality wine, as the French
         consumer was tending to drink less but better – people’s standard of living had improved and lifestyles had changed. The market
         wanted wines with a more individual identity. In France, that means appellation wines and vins de pays, but not anonymous vin de table. There was a wave of new appellations in the Midi in the mid-1980s that has helped to give a greater sense of identity to
         the region. The development of the Vin de Pays d’Oc, with its emphasis – unusual for France – on varietal wine, also gave
         the region something with a more international dimension, providing consumers abroad with the ubiquitous but much in demand
         Chardonnay or Merlot.

      THE NEW LANGUEDOC

      Now the debate is about the meaning of the Languedoc, an argument that Roussillon and Provence ignore. The plan is to create
         an overall appellation Languedoc, in the same way that Bordeaux is the basis of the appellations of the Gironde. Languedoc would form the base of the pyramid and above it there
         would be a hierarchy of more specific appellations. In the case of the Coteaux du Languedoc, for instance, that specific appellation
         would probably disappear and in its place a series of terroirs would be formulated, such as Terrasses de Larzac, Terres de Sommières and so on, and above those there would be crus or separate appellations, such as La Clape and Picpoul de Pinet. There is much talk about what is called hierarchisation from Carcassonne to the outskirts of Nîmes. The protagonists of this broad concept foresee that Corbières and Minervois would
         also feature in the overall appellation, but for the moment things are very much in a state of flux, with ferocious opponents
         as well as ardent supporters.

      The advantage of such a system is the strength of a collective identity. As Jean-Pierre Bonfils said so firmly, ‘L’union fait la force,’ and the Languedoc could really mean something. A federation of the various appellations, as well as the vins de pays, would have a powerful voice with which to communicate to the world outside the Languedoc. Languedoc could become a ‘brand’
         almost in the same way as Bordeaux or Burgundy can be seen as brands, with an identity that can be promoted collectively.
         You need to convince people of the regional identity and invest in that.

      As Bonfils put it, the Languedoc needs a single banner, un seul drapeau. That is the message. It was first voiced about fifteen years ago by Jean Clavel, then director of the Syndicat des Coteaux
         du Languedoc, but it is beset with problems. Local rivalries abound, and the French wine grower is an individualist who is
         often reluctant to join up with a large group, even if it may help him in the long run. There is a feeling, however, that
         things are beginning to change. The idea of a federation can now be voiced in a way that would have been impossible five or
         ten years ago. Others feel, however, that the use of Languedoc as an all-embracing description of the region will debase the
         meaning of the word. This is one reason for the existence of two syndicats in the Corbières. The smaller Union des Crus Signés des Corbières fears that Corbières will be declassified into the bottom
         end of the market, amidst the co-operatives and groupements de producteurs, and will lose any image of quality and real identity. There is no doubt that a lot is at stake and that vested interests
         and jealousies, big and small, abound.

      Even more far-reaching is the suggestion, mentioned to me by Bernard du Tremblay of Château de Belle-Coste in the Costières
         de Nimes, to group the whole of the Rhône and the Mediterranean into one large administrative entity. It would encompass twelve
         departments in all, not just the vineyards covered in this book but also those of the whole Rhône Valley. That, I could not
         help thinking, sounded rather impractical. If the Languedoc cannot yet agree, what hope is there for Provence and Roussillon
         as well as the Rhône valley and Corsica?

      OUTSIDE INTERESTS

      Meanwhile, the economic buoyancy of the region is there for all to behold. Even five years ago it would have been inconceivable
         for a Midi group to buy a Bordeaux company, but that is what the Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu have done with their purchase of
         Cordier. And the interest in the region from outside has been palpable. A conservative estimate is that there are now at least
         two hundred Australian wine makers producing a vintage in the south of France each year. For them, it is an important learning
         process, an encounter with a wine culture that puts a strong emphasis on the importance of terroir, even in the production of varietal vins de pays, and in turn the French have benefited from an exposure to New World wine making processes and attitudes. An improvement
         in cellar hygiene has been fundamental, for the New World seems to be more clinical in its approach. It also strives for longer
         ripening periods, picking grapes at phenolic ripeness. The average French co-operative member likes to feel that his grapes
         are safely in the cellar by the time of the equinoctial rains, while the New World is a little more cavalier and demanding
         in its attitude towards the elements.

      There is also more concrete investment in the region from outside. Bordeaux négociants such as Sichel have vineyards in the Corbières. The Rothschilds of Mouton have bought land in Limoux. Burgundians such as
         Moillard, Louis Latour, Domaine Dujac and Domaine Laroche have all invested in the region as an extension of their négociant businesses. Others have left their regions: there are numerous examples of Burgundians and champenois who have preferred to settle in the warm south and make wine there in less climatically taxing conditions. And there is investment from abroad. Some comes on a small scale,
         such as that by the English who have fallen in love with the area, as did Peter and Susan Munday at Domaine des Chandelles
         in the Corbières, or Robert and Kim Cripps at Domaine du Poujol in the Coteaux du Languedoc. Robert Eden operates on a larger
         scale and has bought vineyards in several different appellations. Australians have invested in the Midi, notably BRL Hardy
         au Domaine de la Baume, while Southcorp created the brand ??? initially with Vignerons du Val d’Orbieu, but found its attitudes
         and objectives to be so different that the Australians are now working without any French involvement. As for Americans, John
         Goelet, owner of the Napa Valley winery Clos du Val, has bought the rundown Coteaux du Languedoc estate of Château Nizas while
         Robert Mondavi has withdrawn from the Midi.

      This very positive approach augurs well for the future. As will be seen in the next chapter, there has been a huge development
         in technology in the cellar, while efforts are now being made in the vineyards, with improved methods of cultivation and the
         introduction of more rewarding grape varieties. For the consumer, who is always looking for something new, there is little
         left to unearth in Bordeaux and Burgundy, whereas there is great excitement in the new discoveries of the Midi, with an emphasis
         on the côté jeunesse. Each year brings new producers to the fore, keeping the surprise factor and the power to astonish very much alive. For the
         moment, it is the foreign consumer, rather than the French wine drinker, who is most enthusiastic about the Languedoc. More
         than once the observation was made that we are discovering our own region as a result of its appreciation from abroad.
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