Episode 36: Bordeaux – The Benchmark for Blends
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we unraveled the mystery of Zinfandel, California’s bold and spicy grape with Croatian roots.
Today, we’re jetting off to France to explore Bordeaux—the region that taught the world how to blend red wine. 
Think of it as the original masterclass in balance, where Cabernet Sauvignon’s structure meets Merlot’s plush fruit, and Cabernet Franc adds a lift of violets and herbs. Whether you’re sipping a $15 bottle or a $1,500 first growth, the blueprint is the same.

What Is Bordeaux?
Bordeaux is France’s largest wine region, best known for its red blends but also home to legendary whites. 
The reds are built on three grapes:
· Cabernet Sauvignon: Structure, tannin, and blackcurrant.
· Merlot: Plush texture, plum, and cherry notes.
· Cabernet Franc: Aromatic freshness and herbal lift.
Historically, Bordeaux wasn’t just wine—it was commerce. 
The English adored it, calling it “claret,” and helped turn Bordeaux into the world’s standard for trade and style.

Left Bank vs. Right Bank
Here’s the simple split: the Left Bank sits west of the Gironde estuary, the Right Bank to the east. Geography defines the style.
· Left Bank (Médoc and Graves): Cabernet-led, firm, and age-worthy. The Médoc is home to four of the five original First Growths—Lafite, Latour, Margaux, and Mouton Rothschild—while Haut-Brion belongs to Graves. 
· These wines taste of blackcurrant, cedar, and graphite. Try Château Gloria (Saint-Julien, $50) or Château Lanessan (Haut-Médoc, $25).
· Right Bank (Pomerol and Saint-Émilion): Merlot-driven, softer, and ready to drink earlier. Pomerol delivers velvety richness (think Pétrus), while Saint-Émilion offers structure and freshness from its limestone soils. Try Château La Croix St-Georges (Pomerol, $60) or Château Sansonnet (Saint-Émilion, $35).

Beyond the Reds
Bordeaux also makes remarkable whites. A blend of Sauvignon Blanc and Sémillon can be crisp and citrusy, or honeyed and sweet in wines like Sauternes. 
Try Château La Louvière (Pessac-Léognan, $25).

Why Bordeaux Matters
· The Gold Standard: Bordeaux set the template for blends everywhere, from Napa to Australia.
· Ageability: Great bottles can evolve for decades, revealing cedar, tobacco, and truffle.
· Accessibility: Not all Bordeaux is expensive—smaller appellations and Bordeaux Supérieur deliver real value.
· Versatility: From steakhouse classics to weeknight sippers, there’s a Bordeaux for every table.

Food Pairing Adventures
· Left Bank: Ribeye, lamb, aged cheese.
· Right Bank: Duck confit, mushroom risotto, roast chicken.
· Bordeaux Blanc: Oysters, goat cheese, seafood pasta.
Younger Bordeaux loves rich, fatty dishes that soften tannins, while older wines show best with simpler fare.

Common Misconceptions
· “All Bordeaux is expensive.” Not true. Look to Côtes de Bordeaux or Bordeaux Supérieur.
· “It’s too tannic to drink young.” Right Bank and entry-level Left Bank wines are ready sooner.
· “Bordeaux is stuffy.” Modern producers are crafting fresher, fruit-forward wines.

Quick Cheat Sheet
· Left Bank: Cabernet-driven, structured, age-worthy.
· Right Bank: Merlot-led, plush, earlier-drinking.
· Best Value: Côtes de Bordeaux, Bordeaux Supérieur.
· Memory Trick: “Left = Lean (Cabernet); Right = Round (Merlot).”

For the Enthusiast
· 1855 Classification: Ranked the Médoc and Sauternes estates for Napoleon III, and it hasn’t changed much since.
· En Primeur: Futures sales that let you buy wine before it’s bottled.
· Graves’ Gravel: Free-draining soils that force vines deep, intensifying flavors.
If you want to see Bordeaux’s range, compare a Left Bank and Right Bank wine side by side. The Cabernet vs. Merlot difference is striking.

On the Next Sip
We’re staying in France for Episode 37: Burgundy—where terroir rules and Pinot Noir and Chardonnay take center stage.
Until then, raise a glass to Bordeaux, the blend that taught the world balance.
Cheers!
