
		
			[image: Cover for The New French Wine: Redefining the World's Greatest Wine Culture, Author, Jon Bonné]
		

	
		
			Patrimoine, or, What’s Old Is New Again

			
				[image: ]

			

		It’s one of those February days nearly warm enough for shirtsleeves, and I’m winding my way up through the village of Vosne-Romanée. Across the village square; past Romanée-Conti, the most famous terroir in the world, marked with little more than a cross; past the various grands and premiers crus; past the slab bench overlooking La Tâche—graffitied, inscrutably, with the words “Pardon Mickey”—to a small concrete picnic table atop the hill, just above Les Petits Monts.

		This has become a routine whenever I’m in Burgundy: a sandwich in hand, or maybe a wrap from Gevrey Kebab, the world’s best-situated kebab shop, right by Gevrey-Chambertin’s well-known climat of La Justice. It’s a still-brisk Burgundian winter, but I can sit nearly undisturbed for an hour, eat my lunch, and write. Occasionally a vigneron appears, waving as he looks up from pruning. Every now and then, the TGV train on the low plain whooshes by like a jet, hurtling from Lyon toward Dijon. Otherwise, silence.

		Just below, I can make out a narrow path—the grassy strip that separates Romanée-Conti from neighboring La Romanée. To the north, the expanse of Richebourg spreads out, bigger than the imagination holds. To the south, tucked along the side of the road, is La Grande Rue, next to La Tâche’s surprisingly steep aspect. All the grand crus spread out before me. This is old, hallowed ground, witness to centuries of history, to the toil of Cistercians and peasants, to upheaval and progress. It is as sacrosanct a place as wine has to offer. Yet it remains a treasure with almost no guard. Even Romanée-Conti, after being threatened in 2010 by a petty criminal who poisoned dozens of vines, simply has a small plaque that politely asks visitors to stay out of the vineyard. (Instead, they mount the nearby wall for selfies.)

		I like to come here, to refocus myself during what has become a very complicated search for the new in France. Why bother? I’ve asked myself more than a few times. What more possibly is there to discover?

		On that, I keep replaying a conversation with Kermit Lynch, the importer who introduced so many Americans to French wine, when I’d asked what it was like to travel the French wine roads in his early days. Back when he got his start in the 1970s, he acknowledged, the new was easy to find. Almost no one was selling wine to Americans, aside from large négociants. He could walk into a village such as Chinon or Villié-Morgon, locate the best independent producers, and easily convince them to sell him their wines. Back then, he continued, “It was still rare for these people in Chinon and areas like that to even have clients in Paris. It’s changed so much.” True enough. These days, a subsequent generation of importers and agents from all parts of the world swarms the countryside.

		Their presence is testament to a surging newness. So often, France is portrayed as the most hidebound of the Old World, a land obsessed with tradition. There are shreds of truth in this, but, on the whole, nothing could be further from it. French wine is in a remarkable state of evolution and flux. It’s also better than ever, driven by that growing thrum of change.

		To comprehend what’s taking place in France right now, you have to witness it up close. When I’d looked at France from afar, I thought that I understood the sea changes taking place, and I imagined the new French wine would be about the undiscovered country—the cracks between known places. Twenty years ago, that was the story the Languedoc was trying to tell. These days, I surmised, the new hope might lie in the Auvergne or maybe the Jura. I had bought into a fiction of the new while ignoring an actual truth of France: The new is absolutely everywhere. It can be found in every wine region, even those such as Bordeaux or Provence that have sunk deeply into a cynical commerce. The very nature of wine in France is being transformed away from old systems—large merchants, co-ops, and syndicats that hold the fate of appellations in their hands—toward a true era of what has long been called the vigneron indépendant.

		That future is being redefined by serious women and men who are renting or buying vines once given to neglect, or taking over family property and transforming the farming, or pushing hidebound appellation laws to accept twenty-first-century reality. If previous structures in France dismissed such loner efforts as folly—what bank officer would give a loan to someone so daft as to farm 8 hectares in Muscadet, when everyone knows you need at least 40 to break even—the old expectations and actuarial tables are being discarded. So, if I’d expected to find a single revolution taking place, in fact there were dozens. In every region, determined winemakers still believe, despite all odds, that their work is a moral calling, an intrinsic part of the French way of being.

		In Champagne, transformation has come not simply from the blossoming grower movement—individual farmers making their own wines—that redefined the conversation there over the past quarter-century. It’s also being propelled by the rise of a second generation focused on change—young vignerons who are driving a deeper fundamental shift to seeing Champagne as a contemplative wine, not a fizzy luxury drink. This progress is, in its way, a return to an earlier time for the region, when there was little option but to handcraft each bottle; today it’s young Champenois revisiting the methods of their ancestors, in part because of a respect for craftsmanship and in part as a specific rejection of the industrialization of years past. When I ask Raphaël Bérêche, one of the leaders of Champagne’s new  guard, about some old-fashioned fermentation techniques, he replies, “That’s the thing in Champagne—all these old folks knew everything.”

		In Beaujolais, the old bulk economics have been pushed aside by a newfound respect for individual terroirs—single villages and single parcels—in a system that shares the specificity that has long made Burgundy special, even as the region finally moves out from a long Burgundian shadow. The story of rebellion in Beaujolais isn’t entirely new, but alongside such names as Marcel Lapierre and Jean Foillard sit new pioneers, like Paul-Henri Thillardon and Mee Godard.

		It is a similar tale all the way across the country in Muscadet, where the young energy of nearby Nantes, a secondary French city revived by tech and culture, has extended into the countryside, and where the vineyards have been subdivided into cru designations much like those in Beaujolais, the result of twenty years of painstaking geological study. This has allowed one of the most radical transformations in the French vignoble—a onetime cheap maritime white wine metamorphosed into a terroir-driven gem. And Muscadet is merely the departure point for a journey hundreds of kilometers up the Loire river, nearly all of which has become a brilliant crucible of innovation, from the revival of the archaic red pineau d’Aunis grape in the Cher to the transformation of Saumur into one of the new temples of white-wine terroir.

		And while it can admittedly be hard to look past Bordeaux’s pomp, do so and you’ll find a growing passel of winemakers defying that region’s economics and embracing not only the idea of terroir in a region that long disregarded it, but also making wine at a human scale, of a sort largely dismissed for the past half-century.

		In the Roussillon, long a backwater for fortified or aromatized wine, there’s a new winemaking culture driven by farmers such as Sébastien and Benoît Danjou, or Rié and Hirofumi Shoji, who work biodynamically and produce fresh, intensely mineral wines—arguably the great new southern wines of France.

		Often, these changes are a matter of new blood arriving in the countryside—as evidenced by the rise of new vignerons, or néovignerons as the French sometimes call them. They come from other professions to pursue a very labor-intensive dream. You find them in such places as the central Anjou, which has been transformed into France’s nucleus of natural winemaking. But they are also in Burgundy, where the old role of the négociant has been reconceived on a far smaller scale—and tiny new examples are emerging, like Tomoko Kuriyama and Guillaume Bott’s Chanterêves. Yet it’s impossible to define the new French wine simply by emergent names. Today’s vitality wouldn’t be possible without so many established family properties reforming themselves, as with the Rietsch family in Alsace;  or Christophe Pueyo and his family in Saint-Emilion; or Flavien Nowack making single-parcel Champagnes in the unsung Marne Valley town of Vandières. For that matter, more than a few established vignerons endured the previous era’s stylistic and farming excesses and never capitulated. They insisted on organic farming or minimalist winemaking when such choices were rare. Now they find themselves at the vanguard. Or perhaps a next generation is deepening that prior work—as with Camille and Mathieu Lapierre, and Alex Foillard, descendants of the old Beaujolais Gang of radicals. Or as with Mathieu Deiss, whose father Jean-Michel Deiss, the great dissenter of Alsace, succinctly sums up these changes: “The new French wine, for me, is a reaction by people who can’t endure in the industrial, production-minded world.”

		More than anything, this unease with the French wine of the late twentieth century ties together the new legion in a shared desire for rebellion against complacency, the industrial-minded slump of too many AOCs, and the uniformity of wines it engendered. There is also a fierce rejection of the unmanaged growth of the 1980s, when the country’s production volume jumped from fewer than 13 million hectoliters to nearly 21 million in just seven years despite a shrinking number of producers, and of the stylistic upheavals of the 1990s and early 2000s. To actively participate in where French wine is headed requires an understanding of what led it astray in recent decades. And to see that requires a fixation on individuality, on freedom from the French tendency toward the hive mind.

		Of course, sitting on that hilltop, I’m also reminded that there can be no such thing in France as a clear break with the past. Yes, French soils are beautifully diverse, some of the most studied geology on Earth; and yes, the country’s climate has been imbued with the marginality that yields great wine. But what has made France the greatest wine-producing nation on the planet is its particular history. In no other place has the very dirt been so divided and subdivided; the cadastral precision of French maps accounts for every corner and every lieu-dit. The other part of that equation includes a legendary malcontent with the status quo, a constant (if not always consistent) push to improve, which is why writer Andrew Jefford perfectly described some of the most legendary French wines as “the fruit of divine dissatisfaction.”

		Thus, the future of French wine is about improving upon the past, repairing the wrongs of recent decades. If anything, the past offers perspective on just how rapidly tradition and style and culture can change in France—which explains the quip from famed enologist Émile Peynaud, perhaps inspired by Gaullist writer Maurice Druon: “Tradition is only an experiment that worked.” Curiously, this clashes with another deeply hewn French ideal. If I’ve been talking about history, the more useful term I really should invoke is patrimoine. Roughly, that translates as “patrimony,” or “heritage.” But in a proper French context, it’s untranslatable in that it is communal; a passing-down of culture on a broad scale, with an implicit understanding of the responsibility to preserve it. The patrimoine of French wine isn’t just about tradition; it’s the acceptance that when you take on a plot of land or when you choose to make a wine in a particular place—appellation or not—you inherit hundreds of years of the past. The irony is that, too often, French wine has shrouded itself in patrimoine even as it has soiled it.

		A Nation of Vines

		There’s an astonishing pattern in the tales you hear from vignerons nearly everywhere in France—as when I go to visit Vincent Giraudon in the hills above the city of Roanne, about an hour west of Lyon. “There were vines on all sides,” he says of a city once surrounded by a sea of mostly gamay. The Loire department, where Roanne is located, was home to 17,000 hectares at the turn of the twentieth century; it now contains fewer than a thousand. This disappearance can be found everywhere. On the slopes of the onetime Olympic city of Albertville, Jean-Yves Péron points out ghost terraces that were full of vines in the late nineteenth century, the last specimens of which he continues to farm alone, on slopes he compares approvingly to the Rhône vineyards of Cornas. High in the southwestern foothills of the Massif Central, the hills of Estaing, once blanketed by hundreds of hectares of vines, are now all but vanished, their terraces overgrown with trees.

		France, in other words, was full of vines—and not just in the nineteenth century before phylloxera. If France’s vineyards peaked in the 1870s with 2.4 million hectares, just after the phylloxera vine louse was discovered in the Rhône, it would emerge thirty years later with around 1.7 million, a loss of 27 percent. Yet that would be dwarfed by subsequent loss: Today, France has about 750,000 hectares in vine. Still, the economic toll of phylloxera is hard to comprehend in that wine was a far more essential element of France’s economy in the 1800s. Often it was consumed instead of not-always-sanitary water, as testified by the remnants of public fountains throughout the country marked eau non potable. Wine production fell from 84.5 million hectoliters in 1875 to just more than 20 million by the end of the 1880s, a loss of more than 70 percent in just fifteen years. By the turn of the twentieth century, France had become a nation whose wine past, at least in scope, shadowed its present.
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		Some regions of France used the scourge of phylloxera as a proper reset. Bordeaux added 10 percent more vines between 1862 and 1909. The Languedocian department of the Aude, a source for inexpensive wines and an eventual stronghold of co-ops, grew by more than 55 percent. But phylloxera changed the face of French wine—and France itself. In areas such as the Jura (which by the Great Depression had lost 70 percent of its prephylloxera vineyard), the Southwest, and much of northeastern France in departments such as Haute-Saône, this would mark a fundamental shift in their economies. In such places, it was largely the death of winemaking. Isère, adjacent to both the Savoie and the Rhône, had more than 26,000 hectares in 1909; 99 percent of that has vanished.

		Quite simply, France passed fully into the industrial age, which meant that in many areas, wine could not survive. To some extent, that had been happening for a while—as in Argenteuil, now one of the larger Paris suburbs. In 1788, it produced more than 13,000 hectoliters of wine, part of a thriving Parisian wine industry that didn’t survive the revolution. “They so completely abandoned the production of good wine,” wrote historian Roger Dion, “that we’ve come to forget it ever existed.” So, while France accounts for 11 percent of the global vineyard today, right after Spain and China, it is at the same time a nation full of the ghosts of vineyards gone.

		After the Flood

		In a way, phylloxera should get credit for both the death and the resurrection of France’s wine production. It severely broke many of the country’s great traditions, wiped out most of the best vineyards, and ushered in a generation of economic hardship—when French wine was amended by low-quality imports from the Maghreb and beset by outright fraud. This pain came not just from a slow and politically knotty response to the dying vines but also the means of replanting in the late 1800s, which was largely achieved not with the grafted plants—European vines affixed to American rootstock—still used today, but with low-quality hybrids, or what the French called producteurs directs. The hybrids, which lingered until well into the 1950s, had one real purpose: rebuilding the volume of production of French wine in an era when it was still drunk as prolifically as water, with factory workers polishing off a liter or two per day.

		Phylloxera had forced a question: Quality or quantity? And for a long while, the latter won; to the point that portions of top crus of Burgundy, like Chambertin and Vougeot, were used to grow blackcurrants around the turn of the century—crème de cassis from these locales was a more lucrative option. If Prohibition broke American traditions of wine drinking, phylloxera did the same for France. Through the centuries, amid war and revolution, it had relied on wine as a touchstone of its culture. Then, for a while, it couldn’t.

		In the early rebuilding years of the twentieth century, vineyard land simply wasn’t that valuable, in part because of a sharp economic downturn. According to land-sale records just before the First World War, land in Chambertin could have been purchased for the equivalent of 30,000 francs per hectare in 1913 (about €96,000 in today’s money), about half what it had been just seven years earlier. “Lesser” crus, like Mazis-Chambertin and Ruchottes-Chambertin, were a bargain by comparison at just 18,000 francs (€57,500), while Pommard was downright cheap at 10,000 francs (€32,000). Cru Beaujolais, like Fleurie and Villié-Morgon, were about half that, although, ironically, they would spike in value in the 1920s, often becoming more expensive than Burgundy. Bordeaux fared no better, with land there losing up to 80 percent of its value, according to agricultural authority Pierre Caziot.

		This, too, was part of phylloxera’s reset button. For a variety of reasons, in many parts of France, it simply became uneconomical to keep farming—not just vineyards but anything—and the countryside began to empty, aided by railroads that were finally reaching into deep France. Paris and other large cities were growing—although the turn away from a rural economy wouldn’t truly come until after World War II, aided by a postwar boom economy that tilted sharply toward industry and away from agriculture. And yet, no sooner had wartime victory been declared than a vital question arose. What had happened to all the wine? Writer and importer Frank Schoonmaker posed this in 1946 in a Gourmet essay, “New Wines of France.” Yes, he acknowledged, it would take time for the great French wines to be available again. But he continued, “God bless them, they are coming back—a sign, if you wish, that France, like the vine, will once again be green.”

		The Great Renewal

		In truth, while the postwar spirit certainly catalyzed it, the rise of modern French wine over the past century has been especially dramatic because of just how far down the industry started early in the 1900s: with worthless vineyards, widespread fraud, hybrids everywhere, and riots in Champagne and the south over abysmal prices. All these  set the tumblers for deep reform—and no reform was more essential than the creation of the French appellation system, a mission of civic-minded proponents who realized that wine had been, and would again be, France’s great treasure. (It’s hardly a coincidence that other wine-producing nations all emulated the French AOC system.) Ultimately, quality would win, although not without deep unrest that marked the first four decades of the twentieth century.

		Although the first appellations—the templates by which we’ve understood French wine for the past century—were created in 1936, their arrival hardly resolved French wine’s questions of identity. Even after World War II, as it was becoming apparent that quality would be the future, many vignerons resisted these strictures—they had unbroken faith in an old model, in which quantity equaled prosperity. The struggles over this schism would continue through the postwar growth years, through the AOC system’s many growing pains, and through the widespread endorsement of pesticide-driven agriculture. They would continue through several rounds of excess—first the excessive yields and production of the 1970s and 1980s, engendered by all those chemicals, and then the stylistic excesses of the maximalist era of wine in the 1990s and early 2000s, the era of what I’ve sometimes called Big Flavor. Certainly, this tale of the latter twentieth century was hardly unique to France; California went through the same trajectory.

		France faced unique challenges, though. The drive to achieve far riper fruit and to soften rough edges weren’t simply stylistic explorations. They were, in many cases, a willful rejection of traditions that had defined the appellations. And for many French vignerons, they were a matter of survival amid a shifting market: The 1976 Judgment of Paris that putatively highlighted California’s superiority over France was, seen in the inverse, a clarion call to a complacent nation. And those growing pains of the 1980s and 1990s would eventually prompt necessary changes: deep investments in farming to reduce yields and improve quality, and better winemaking to highlight the quality of those grapes. But even in France, this spur of ambition inevitably prompted a period when many wines tasted of nowhere. If that was unfortunate anywhere, it was a tragedy in a country where place and identity are everything. So, one more evolution was required, one that ties together nearly every aspect of the insurgent changes now taking place in France. It took me nearly three years to define it. And I had my revelation not atop the hill of Vosne-Romanée, but fully across the country, along a country road near Trespoux-Rassiels, not far from Cahors.

		Cahors and its environs are typical of that great emptying; the vineyards of the Lot department have shrunk by more than 90 percent since before phylloxera. Yes, a handful of ambitious young vignerons have been rewriting this tale—people such as Maya Sallée and Nicolas Fernandez of Domaine la Calmette, or Fabien Jouves, taking over his family’s longtime property and planting old-fashioned grapes, like Jurançon noir, to make new-fashioned bottles with such names as You Fuck My Wine?! But Cahors is also a poster child for the stasis of French appellations, places that expect to continue unchanged and to lean on their past glories.

		Suddenly the dissonance in all these things made sense. After more than a century, it was time to end the period of mourning what had been lost with phylloxera, to stop nursing historic wounds and grievances. The new French wine exists because the struggle to revive has finally been won, and then some. The future isn’t about trying to preserve the past so much as to find wisdom in it and build something even greater. This current generation is arguably the first one to move forward without phylloxera’s shadow hanging overhead. They have come up without being weighted down by the sense of loss that defined previous generations. Or rather, they have opted to revive the best of what came before, to repair many bad decisions made along the path to recovery, and to forge something entirely new.

		More than that, the dramatic shrinking of the French vineyard underscores an essential fact: Making cheap wine of no consequence is no longer a viable path forward in France. Other places in Europe and around the world can do that. What France has is its profound heritage. The best of what’s happening today pays homage to the best of that past—through clear eyes rather than sentimental memories. And yes, nostalgia can be a dangerous drug, but it’s also no coincidence that so many of the questions being asked by this new guard—indeed, many of the solutions sought to heal the shortfalls of postwar agriculture—are found in the past, usually in the mid-nineteenth century.

		That period just prior to phylloxera was the crux of the last great evolution of French wine. It was both a time when republican democracy began to flourish in France and the last stretch before industrialism would transform winemaking. While the colonization of Algeria and the Maghreb had begun, the exploitation of cheap grapes from French colonies hadn’t yet become a crutch for French merchants. Artisanship was still an absolute requirement for the best wines.

		This isn’t to imply that France at the time was a wonderland of great wine: The vast majority of it was rotgut, made and drunk in the countryside. Wine’s role in French life was to be consumed in volume at all times—indeed, that change in the culture is behind the century-long shrinking of the French vineyard. But it was this era when France tried to define and organize the foundations of its wine culture, to spread knowledge and mastery of the vine across a nation of disparate regions and practices.
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		The enormous expanse of vineyards was farmed organically because there was no other way. And wines were fermented with ambient yeasts because, again, there was no other way; Louis Pasteur wouldn’t begin his studies on fermentation until the late 1850s. But sulfur, both in the cellar as a preservation tool and in the vineyard, had begun to protect wines during transit and to prevent outbreaks of diseases, like powdery mildew, or oïdium, which arrived in Europe in the 1850s and soon was a plague of its own. (The other great organic fungicide, copper-based bouillie bordelaise, or Bordeaux mixture, would come later, in 1885.) It was a time when the redistribution of land during the various revolutions had put ever more vineyards into the hands of regular citizens, and changes after the 1848 revolution specifically stabilized and strengthened the agricultural economy. By that time the monastic winemaking traditions in Burgundy had, for the most part, gracefully passed into secular hands, although the shift in vineyard ownership had started nearly two centuries earlier. Also, the practice of métayage allowed farmers to work land they might not be able to afford. In regions such as Beaujolais, this created a successful paysan class, one whose fortunes would subsequently be undone by phylloxera and strife. Feudal systems such as Bordeaux’s Privilege (see “The Fertile, Frustrated Crescent,” this page), which effectively suppressed the wine industry throughout southwest France, had finally been eliminated. Railroads improved on the old river trade and provided ample access to crucial markets, like Paris.

		More than that, this was the period when, for better or worse, a great classification of French vineyards was taking place, giving substance to the idea of terroir. The most famous, if ultimately misguided, was the 1855 classification of Bordeaux, which based greatness entirely on the notion of economic prestige. But Burgundy received its own essential classification the same year from the doctor and horticulturist Jules Lavalle—based far less on private commerce than on the longtime cultural and economic value of its crus. And those classifications merely built upon efforts that had begun early in the century; in fact, most of the vignobles of France received some sort of classification in the decades before phylloxera. In other words, this was a time when France officially put itself forward to the world as the greatest nation for wine, and then proved it at events such as the Exposition Universelle of 1855, the precursor to the modern world’s fair, for which the Bordeaux classification was devised. It’s why, by going back to this particular slice of the past, we can see more clearly into the future.

		This is hardly to say that the past provides everything. While old mercantile systems, namely that of the wine brokers known as négociants, had their virtues, their economics were flawed. Bourgeois merchants had broad latitude to exploit farmers, and later were major perpetrators of fraud when the vineyards started dying. This was also a period when chaptalization, the addition of sugar to boost alcohol content, became shockingly routine, in part because the study of viticulture, or vine-growing, was rudimentary until the latter part of the 1800s. But then, modern science spent much of the twentieth century trying to “improve” on those old practices—by enforcing the use of productive but often insipid clonal selections of vines, which contributed to a growing monoculture; by promoting the widespread use of selected commercial yeasts to replace ambient fermentations; and, more than anything, by pushing farmers away from prewar organic practices. Agricultural advisors in every sector asserted that the new chemistry, especially pesticides, was superior—as when a 1959 INAO bulletin touted the prospects of miracle synthetics such as simazine, “which seems to have no toxic effect on the vine,” as far better than the old chlorates. “I beg you to believe,” the author wrote, “that the manufacturer liable for producing these won’t hesitate to withdraw its product if there’s a problem.” (There were problems.)

		Recent years have undone many of these choices by restoring both France’s viticultural diversity and its role as an origin point for much of the world’s grapevine material. Burgundy has begun shaking off the great clonal narrowing of the midcentury, returning to old, proven plant material. And recent advancements in vine genetics have painted a radically different story of France’s vines. The grapes of Bordeaux can now largely be traced either north to the Loire or farther south, ultimately to Basque Country. We understand that both the alpine foothills of eastern France and the fecund hills of the Southwest are longtime crucibles for grape diversity—which has led to a revival of such grapes as persan, mondeuse, Jurançon noir, and mauzac.

		Then there is savagnin blanc, the great white grape of the Jura—considered arcane until 2019 research showed that it had, in fact, been a sort of Johnny Grapeseed, spreading its genetics all throughout France. Not only was it found in Orléans as early as AD 1050, which might explain its parentage of chenin blanc and sauvignon blanc, but grapes related to it were traced to Roman times and all the way through the south of France. Its family tree of descendants includes not only petit manseng, sylvaner, and trousseau but Spanish varieties, like verdejo and prieto picudo, probably because it was at some point carried over the Pyrénées, likely along pilgrimage routes.

		Taken all together, these facts shape a different and ultimately more interesting history than the old bedtime stories. Today there is an appreciation for the diversity in the field in France—and a realization that the true stories of these grapes undermine the assertion of an unwavering French tradition. How did gamay noir and chenin blanc end up in the Southwest? How did malbec end up in the  Loire? We may still be figuring that out, but their presence tells us that patrimoine has never been as linear as we’ve been led to believe.

		Three Road Maps

		If a slice in time, that mid-1800s heyday, helps to explain the new wave of wine in France today, it would be useful to have road maps of the era. As it happens, we do—in particular, three books that captured the state of French wine at the time. As I traveled, I kept referring back to these, at first because in nearly every region, I’d hear tales of how things used to be and how many of the next cohort of vignerons were leaning on the past to get their bearings. And these books helped fill in the pieces. But I also began to realize that the details found within painted a different picture than the modern hagiographies of French wine. After all, one downside to patrimoine as it’s invoked these days is that it often distorts the truth of the past to highlight the importance of what survived; history gets warped to align with the present. These texts helped to rectify that distortion.

		The first is André Jullien’s Topographie de Tous Les Vignobles Connus (Topography of All the Known Wine Regions). Jullien, born in 1766, was a merchant and wine writer originally from southern Burgundy but based in Paris. Topographie, first published in 1816 and subsequently revised several times, was his attempt not just to describe every wine region of France (and beyond—it covered Europe and much of the world) but also to classify their wines in terms of relative quality, based not only on commercial repute but also his broad knowledge of multiple regions. Not only would his work set standards that remain today, but Jullien did something rarely attempted since. He classified not just within regions but across them—aiming to educate merchants, but also to give producers benchmark references beyond their local ones, and help drinkers better understand their tastes.

		So, it’s no surprise that Burgundy’s Richebourg, or the four first-growth Bordeaux that topped the 1855 classification, would land in Jullien’s first rank. But to have the red wines of the Champagne areas of Mailly and Saint-Thierry rank just below them, or, say, the Roussillon wines of Collioure, rather changes the game. And Jullien was meticulous and detailed with these classifications; hardly a terroir was left out. We can debate whether the white wines of Corent, in the Auvergne, are in fact equivalent to those of Vouvray, or Sancerre terroirs such as Chavignol, or Chablis crus such as Montmains (all ranked fourth class). What’s significant is that Jullien acknowledged them all.

		The second book, Ampélographie Française, was published in 1845 and revised in 1857 by Victor Rendu, one of France’s inspectors general for agriculture. Rendu wrote widely about all manner of agriculture, everything from bees to cheesemaking. But he was an ampelographer by training. In his rankings, he largely followed Jullien but added some of his own assessments (he called sparkling Saint-Péray “the Champagne of the Midi”). More crucially, he included meticulous breakdowns of soil composition, data on production, and details about grape varieties and farming in each region, so that you might learn about the proliferations of œillade or terret in the Languedoc, for instance. If there was any doubt about wine’s importance to the French spirit, it should have been answered by the fact that one of the country’s top agricultural officials was given time and latitude to write such a forthright, detailed account.

		The third, Étude des Vignobles de France (Study of the Wine Regions of France), was the magnum opus of Jules Guyot, whose last name is familiar to winemakers everywhere and is bestowed on one of the most widely used forms of vine trellising. Guyot was best known as an agronomist, although he’d trained as a doctor and was also taken with physics; he invented such novelties as a new type of bridge girder and a piston locomotive as well as a reflective system to light Champagne caves. (He also published a sex manual—posthumously—that, among other things, asserted a man’s responsibility to make one’s wife orgasm.) But in 1861, he was commissioned by Eugène Rouher, the minister of agriculture, to conduct a comprehensive study of wine and winemaking.

		For the next six years, Guyot traveled to nearly every French department, interviewing farmers, tasting wines, and diagramming how vines were tended. The three-volume result, first published in 1868, was an epic journey through the vineyards of France, with hardly a detail spared. He recorded more than 400 varieties throughout the country, nearly three times what had been counted just two decades earlier. He saw how the échalas, or head-staked vines, used in Côte-Rôtie compared with those in Beaujolais; or how near Chambéry, vines were even intertwined with trees; or how the vignerons of northern Alsace relied on the bizarre kammerbau system, a sort of pergola-like laundry rack for vines. And the scope of the French wine industry was laid bare, in hectares, hectoliters, and francs. He determined that even though vineyards accounted for less than 3 percent of the Meurthe department near the Vosges, one-quarter of the population earned a living from wine. Or that in most of Bordeaux, grapes were destemmed before fermentation; but often not in Saint-Emilion. And that the then-owner of the great Savennières white-wine property of La Roche aux Moines, M. Guillory, had experimented  with a dozen red varieties. (Guyot was particularly optimistic about gamay there.) If there’s an undercurrent of tragedy in Guyot’s work, it’s that the world he recounted in extraordinary detail was already beginning to unravel. Phylloxera would systematically wipe it out.

		These were by no means the only books to capture the state of French wine in that era. In Burgundy, Denis Morelot’s 1831 Statistique de la Vigne Dans le Département de la Côte d’Or (Vine Statistics in the Côte d’Or Department) and then Jules Lavalle’s 1855 classification, Histoire et Statistique de la Vigne et des Grands Vins de la Côte d’Or (History and Statistics of the Vine and Great Wines of the Côte d’Or); and subsequently the Beaune agricultural committee’s official 1861 ranking, would set the template for the region’s meticulous quality tiers. Starting in 1850, the various editions of Cocks & Féret would become the bible of Bordeaux wine—building on Wilhelm Franck’s 1824 Traité Sur Les Vins du Médoc (Treatise on the Wines of the Médoc). Pasteur’s seminal work on wine and wine flaws, Études Sur Le Vin (Studies on Wine), would come in 1866. And as the twentieth century arrived, the seven volumes of Pierre Viala and Victor Vermorel’s Ampélographie, published starting in 1901, would untangle much of the knowledge about the country’s hundreds of grape varieties—and remain the key work on that topic for a century. (Less well known is that Vermorel published a comprehensive ranking of Beaujolais vineyards in 1893.)

		Point being: There’s an astonishing amount of documentation for this glorious time for French wine. And even if the current generation hasn’t willfully studied resources such as these, they have, more often than not, turned to the wisdom of the past to give them guidance and inspiration. Thus, much of the work of the new French vignerons has been to bring back what they see as a deeper, meaningful heritage, the best of what existed before modernity changed it all.
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		New Wine in a New France

		It’s doubly impressive that the new vignerons are doing all of this in postmodern France, a place very different from its midcentury heyday. Yes, les trente glorieuses, those three decades after World War II, were a time of extraordinary boom (even if the wine industry was encouraged to adopt some unsustainable behavior). But France today has difficulties that place it very far from the romantic Gaullist charms of the postwar years—which, to be fair, were at least partly an Anglo-Saxon fiction, all those Citroëns ambling down roads lined with plane trees.

		Patrimoine? The next generation often has other concerns. Youth unemployment has dropped in recent years but remains on the high side for Europe, and France has yet to shake its reputation as being better at preserving jobs for an older generation than creating them for a young one. Certainly the typical French under-thirty urbanite knows a lot more about wine than her American counterpart, but that dwindles as you reach into the suburbs and countryside—where you’re more likely to encounter kebab shops and flavored Desperados beer. Wine simply is no longer a foundational part of growing up French.

		A couple of decades into the twenty-first century, the French economy stands at a crossroads. It lagged for years after the global economic crisis before starting a slow climb back—one ushered in partly by Emmanuel Macron, which continued even after the significant disruptions of a global pandemic. While Macronism was reasonably assailed for favoring the rich, it also underscored stark realities. The socialist dreams of 1968 had created an economy hampered by subsidies, unassailable trade unions, and relative job immobility—you trained for one job and expected to keep it for life. And prosperity had not been broadly distributed. A deep schism remains between wealthy urban France and rural France, or what’s often called “peripheral France.” Regions such as Burgundy and even Nouvelle-Aquitaine, where Bordeaux is located, continue to trail much of Europe in per-capita gross domestic product, and the purchasing power per French household is half of what it was in the 1970s.

		All of this is felt most heavily in la France profonde, which is increasingly empty as even more young people move to the cities, wanting nothing to do with deep France, no different from their counterparts in the early twentieth century. Farming has largely become a debt economy. Old farmers retire and die, and no one comes to take their place. And if a despondency was growing before Macron took office, his pushes at reform enraged those who felt left behind. That gave birth to the disruptive if ultimately short-lived gilets jaunes movement of 2018 and 2019, an especially visible protest against Macronist progress, but also a sentimental yelp to preserve a past France of which an aging generation desperately wished not to let go. In effect, patrimoine has been strangling the rural French to death. A new France has arrived, while la France profonde is being left behind. Its old values don’t fit in with the new Europe.

		More than that, the very notion of ambition, or striving, is somehow still looked down on by many
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			Epilogue: Campouriez

			

			There’s no obvious route to Campouriez, far up in the southwestern hills of the Massif Central, although what becomes clear is that, in the Aveyron department, there’s simply no obvious route to anywhere. In a straight line, it wouldn’t be too far a trip from Toulouse. But there are no straight lines. The Aveyron, less in the center of France than just north of south, has almost no autoroutes—the A75 barely grazes its eastern edge near the Hérault, crossing the massive Viaduc de Millau, one of the world’s tallest bridges. No shortcuts. Just quiet roads that grow ever more vacant as you push farther into the mountains. When we talk about la France profonde, at its root it’s this largely deserted heart of the country: departments such as Cantal, Corrèze, and Creuse to the north; Lozère to the east; and Aveyron itself. Once it was, and sometimes still is—never sentimentally—referred to as la diagonale vide: the empty diagonal, a swath of France that most French abandoned. This great emptying began in the last part of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, driven by all those awkward transitions into modernity. Phylloxera in some wine areas, yes, but loss and consolidation in every sort of agriculture; two world wars; industrialization; and the great growth of the cities—enough that, in 1947, geographer Jean-François Gravier decried the “French desert” and the unhealthy concentration of urban wealth, going so far as to advocate a forcible return to the countryside. Savvy politicians, like Jacques Chirac, would travel to places such as Corrèze to be seen in bars where pastis and argument flowed. When you get to the real material of French culture, so much talk of the loss of patrimoine somehow circles back to this great emptying, to the belief that deep France lives on, awaiting its comeback.

			Which isn’t coming. Creuse is one of the poorest departments in France, a frequent symbol for rural poverty. Cantal is idyllic and desolate, one of the country’s most sparsely populated areas, an immaculate pastoral of cows and alpine fields—the high ground to cross before you descend into Clermont-Ferrand on the far side of the mountains, and then the grabens of eastern France. I make my way north from Toulouse, past Gaillac and Albi, up through the softly rising terrain. Aveyron welcomes me unremarkably with a four-lane bridge over the very small Viaur river, just downriver from where the country’s first major steel bridge was built in 1902. A national road continues through gently climbing plains, at first looking much like any of a thousand scenes in the Southwest. It passes through Naucelle, where amphorae were discovered as evidence of Gallo-Roman wine in the area; today it is better known for a canned version of the local specialty tripou, tripe wrapped in the lining of veal stomach. Here, the N88 narrows to two lanes, squeezes through a succession of small villages, then widens again into a semblance of pristine highway, and before long I find myself on the outskirts of the department’s capital, Rodez.
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			Rodez is perched high on a hill like the old strategic capital it was—the Cathédrale Notre-Dame de l’Assomption de Rodez at the highest point, its apical sandstone edifice making it one of the great rural cathedrals. This may be a modest departmental capital of just twenty-six thousand people, but the architecture is novel and impressive,  including a stylish glass pyramid that houses the departmental archives. Branching streetlamps could have come from one of London’s refashioned quais. And across a trim new park dotted with sculptures is the Musée Soulages, dedicated to abstract artist Pierre Soulages. Its café has particular marquee value—run by Michel Bras, one of France’s top chefs, whose lauded restaurant is just north in Laguiole. I examine Soulages’s work for a bit, then walk into another gallery and encounter an extensive Le Corbusier exhibit. While the architectural sketches are fascinating, I’m more delighted to discover that France’s most famous modern architect also created dead-on homages to Picasso and Calder—not just in paint but in tapestry.

			Is this la France profonde? Certainly on the map it is, and while Rodez has a tidy airport with shuttle flights to Orly and Ryanair (so many second homes here), this is at least a seven-hour train ride from Paris—the high-speed TGV doesn’t run through the mountains. But after a century of steady decline, Aveyron’s population actually—and improbably—started to rebound around the millennium. Unlike the many parts of France that spiraled downward, awaiting help from the urbane politicians they came to disdain, Aveyron chose to control its fate. This began, arguably, with Rodez’s longtime mayor, Roland Boscary-Monsservin, who with other local leaders attracted auto and household manufacturer Bosch to the city in the mid-1960s, luring what would become the department’s top employer. Decline began again in the 1980s, but others would come, including industrial seed company RAGT Semences and aerospace parts-maker Lisi Aerospace. Quietly, Aveyron became a major industrial hub for this part of deep France—aided in no small part by its traditional businesses, in particular the production of Roquefort cheese in and around the town of Roquefort-sur-Soulzon, which successfully lobbied for an appellation in 1925, a full decade before the first wine AOC. The department’s unemployment rate is one of the lowest in the country; the largest concern lately has been finding young workers to fill jobs. A recent recruitment campaign asked: “What will be your new life in Aveyron?”

			The lack of a straight route means I’ve still got more ground to cover, and soon I’m continuing north across the Comtal causse (one of those limestone plateaus that define much so much high ground in France’s south) toward the higher hills. At seemingly every bend, I find another herd of dun-colored Aubrac cattle, standing in fields below low copses, calves suckling. Dirt roads spur off into the grassy backcountry. I cruise along a perfectly paved stretch of the D100—Aveyron receives more than its share of public-works funding—the pastures on either side such an achingly deep green that I wonder if someone slipped something into the jambon-beurre I had for lunch. Past Bessuéjouls, the land begins to grow uneven, and descends toward the Lot river valley, and I finally see my first vines: abandoned, runty parcels encircled by stone walls, kept company by the local church. If I continued north, I’d end up in Laguiole—yes, like the knives. Instead, I turn west and follow the Lot, and soon the town of Estaing appears across the water.

			Known as the ancestral home of the family of French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, Estaing is a familiar stop on the route to Santiago de Compostela. When I find a postcard from the turn of the twentieth century, the town looks largely the same—except the hills all around are swarmed in vine-filled terraces. The small plots I’d passed on the way should have been a sign. Aveyron, and Estaing especially, were once full of vineyards, as were many of the mountain locales: more than 34,000 hectares in the department in 1835 and a steady 20,000 until around 1890. Phylloxera nearly halved that in a decade, but more to blame was the thrum of modernity that would empty the diagonal. Even after World War II, the department held on to more than 9,900 hectares. Today there are just under 400.

			What happened? For one thing, these were not particularly important wines; they were mostly consumed locally and shared with traveling pilgrims along the Compostela route, or were sold off in towns even farther into the mountains, like Aubrac, where vines couldn’t grow. In Marcillac, Aveyron’s best-known wine area, most of the production was fodder for local miners who might consume several liters per day. This was too far upriver to conduct trade with Bordeaux; Cahors, that perpetual victim of Bordelais gaslighting, sits a full one hundred kilometers downstream. And even the most charitable nineteenth-century descriptions portrayed the wines as insubstantial, although “with an agreeable scent,” as author and agronomist Henri de Lapparent put it in 1892. But the viticulture was messy, harvests were too early, and the wines were often poorly handled.

			Regardless of quality, wine has been made here since before the Revolution. And Estaing even earned its own AOC in 1965, just in time for Aveyron’s wine production to fall off a cliff. Today the appellation yields a minuscule amount of wine from fewer than 20 hectares of vines. The terraced hills have reverted to scrub, and so I cross the bridge and keep heading north along the D920, following the Lot down a gorge; exposed cuts along the roadside reveal successive bands of mica schist and granite.

			At this point, I’ve nearly reached the edge of Cantal and the town of Entraygues-sur-Truyère, which gives its name to the other local appellation, Entraygues-Le Fel. (The local schist soils, de Lapparent asserted, produced the department’s best wines.) I turn north to follow the Truyère, a tributary that runs down from the high mountains, and pass yet another EDF substation, one of many  in the Aveyron—hydroelectric power being another major industry, with dams creating large reservoirs all the way up the river. A few minutes later, I turn away from the water and ascend, climbing into clear pasture at around five hundred meters, above the tree line. Dense emerald fields are dotted with wildflowers, lined with decomposing wooden posts so moss-covered as to be returning to nature. Here, at last, is Campouriez.
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			Just enough homes are assembled for Campouriez to call itself a village, and when combined with several hamlets down toward the river, including Banhars, which provided its name to a local grape, the population encompasses three hundred sixty people. The town center, perhaps a dozen buildings, contains a small combined post office and mairie, and a tidy hotel. Opposite the local church sits Notre Dame des Vignes—the statue of Mary brightly painted blue and white and graced with a box of fresh flowers, a sign below it denoting the year 1860, when Our Lady overlooked a lot more vines.

			I have come here because of Nicolas Carmarans. After long and willfully ignoring the fer grape, that hallmark of the Southwest, for its pushy rusticity, I tasted Carmarans’s versions and was compelled. They were luminous and furtive, familiar in their style but not quite like anything I’d encountered before. Then I looked on a map to decipher where they came from, and the mystery doubled. I make a couple phone calls to get my directions straight and descend back down toward the river. Carmarans arrived here from Paris, where for more than a decade he ran the Café de la Nouvelle Mairie, the unassuming Left Bank bistro that was, and still is, a Lourdes of sorts for France’s natural-wine believers. But his family is from Aveyron—his father was born in Campouriez and his mother not far away, and the family was well established here. I’d passed the namesake hamlet of Carmarans on the way. So, starting in 2003, he began commuting between Paris and Campouriez—for four long years, he endured a six-hundred-kilometer bus ride to the Aurillac station, where he kept an old car, and then drove the last hour’s worth. But his time running the café, he says, “gave me the idea of wanting to get my feet back on the ground.”

			Finally, I reach a clearing with a small farmstead and several neat rows of vines sloping down toward what looks to be a mountain lake. In fact, it’s one of several portions of the Truyère blocked by the Couesques dam just downstream, a forty-five-thousand-acre-foot reservoir cosplaying a fjord. Nicolas greets me by his old stone house. We quickly pass through the kitchen, where the counter is full of salads and other dishes, stacked with silverware and corkscrews. It turns out it’s his birthday, and he and his wife, Biba, are preparing for the evening’s celebration. Above the kitchen table are a pair of faux-anatomical diagrams, one marked superficial skeletal muscles, showing an anatomical figure pulling a cork from a bottle of wine. He asks if I want to stay for the party. While this will deprive the hotel of their lone diner for the evening, we give them a call. It’s early enough; they haven’t started cooking.

			With his greying beard, barrelish torso, and tapered work boots, Carmarans comes across as a retired rugby player in a pastoral phase. He shows me around; the old stables across the backyard, converted into his cellar, then expanded in 2013, which explains a new steel-beam roof grafted onto the old dry-stone edifice. Inside, a seamless compilation of new and old—a vintage empty burlap sulfur sack hanging from the cellar door, an antique basket press next to a brand-new peristaltic pump. His 1969 BMW motorcycle with a sidecar is in repose here, sitting under a canoe suspended from the ceiling. The afternoon is getting on, and we head off to see his original parcel of vines, driving back past the Virgin, where chickens are now wandering, to Campouriez’s opposite, south-facing slope. On the way, he fills in a bit more of Aveyron’s story. It wasn’t simply phylloxera and war that emptied the countryside, but also the fact that no major roads or rail lines were ever built through. And so began the same exodus that took place in the Auvergne, over the mountains to the northeast. Like the Auvergnats, the Aveyronnais were among the “Bougnats,” exiled mountain folk who resettled in Paris, often selling coal or wood, and, if they were lucky, eventually running a shop or restaurant. Indeed, the history of the Paris bistro is largely Bougnat. “My grandfather’s generation,” Carmarans says, “all went to Paris to become merchants.” That continued with his father, one of the first to sell the wines of Beaujolais icon Guy Breton in Paris in the 1980s.

			Back in the mountains, meantime, there was ever less motivation to make wine. The vineyards kept diminishing, further pushed by incentives from the European Union, which extended payments for its vine-pull scheme to the Aveyron. This was an upcountry parallel to the meddling that deprived the Languedoc of its best old vines—functionaries having concluded that vines in the mountains weren’t economically worthwhile. But that didn’t deter the Aveyronnais, who had never quite abandoned the notion that diversified farms were a savvy bet, especially in the high ground. This is why the department has little of the grain production that has standardized so much French countryside. And they achieved, very modestly, the revival of vines—all part of Aveyron finding a way to diverge from the forlorn Deep French story of loss. “Nearly everywhere in France is usually a monoculture, you see,” Nicolas explains, “whereas here everything is in polyculture.”

			We drop down the south side of Campouriez’s ridge, meander along a dirt road, and eventually come to a series of terraces jutting at odd angles, each lined with stubby vines. This is Mauvais Temps, Carmarans’s best-known parcel and despite the name—bad weather—it’s relatively protected from the prevailing flow, the moniker referring to the fact that it could be worked no matter how rainy or windy. After all, the weather in Aveyron is a challenge—far colder than Cahors downstream, in part because the last scintilla of temperate oceanic weather lands here, blocked by the mountains to the east. It is a short and cool growing season up this high—with nearly a third fewer growing degree days than Cahors, and even fewer than Beaune, three hundred fifty kilometers north. But that altitude brings lots of sun without heat, perfect for slow ripening. Campouriez is basically one big hill of porphyroid granite, about 320 million years old, biotite with veins of microdiorite and other igneous rocks. And Mauvais Temps, sitting high on the hill at five hundred meters, is mostly granitic sand, much like in Beaujolais. Its naturally depleted soils on a steep slope are the perfect spot for vines and not much else. That’s why, as Carmarans explains, the hills of Campouriez were once covered with vines, 200 hectares’ worth, rather than the trees that have taken over. “In winter, when there are no leaves, you see the terraces everywhere,” he tells me.

			Mauvais Temps had effectively been abandoned in 1956. When Carmarans purchased it nearly fifty years later, what he discovered were old, long-disused hybrids. At first, he tried making wine from them, but the vines were beyond salvation and the wines were unremarkable. So, he replanted; in went chenin blanc, which thrived, as well as gamay, which didn’t. We walk through patchy unmowed grass over to one sad little vine sitting on its own, its leaves just starting to bud but surrounded by a fair amount of dead underbrush. It’s the last remaining vine from the cuttings he received from Marcel Lapierre, who Carmarans had known during his bistro days.

			We go back to Carmarans’s house and settle at a table in the backyard, the late afternoon April sun starting to dip toward dusk, creating a soft glare on the lake. A Buddha statue is tucked into a gap in one of the stone walls. We taste a few wines, including his chenin blanc–based white, Selves, named for the small river in the ravine below Mauvais Temps; plus reds from even younger vines near his house on richer quartzite and mica schist soils; and others from grapes he gets from eighty-year-old vines in Marcillac, grown on limestone. He fills in the rest of the tale. In the early 2000s, he’d initially planted not just gamay but pinot noir. After he settled permanently in 2007, it became clear neither was the right fit for the mountains. At the time, fer servadou and the other local varieties were foreign to him. And there was a paucity of local examples reminiscent of the types of wine that he’d served at Nouvelle Mairie. “I didn’t plant fer at first, or braucol, as they call it in Gaillac, because I found the wines too rustic, too hard,” he says, which is more or less the view I’d also had until I’d tasted his wines. “I was used to Beaujolais, to gamay, to more drinkable wines.” But those plantings of gamay not only struggled, they weren’t giving him the quality he was looking for, and so, reluctantly, he found vineyards of fer available to rent. And he’d soon replace that gamay in Mauvais Temps with more fer vines. “And each year, they would ripen perfectly with no disease,” he continues. “And I thought, fer really is at home here. So, I decided it was up to me to adapt to fer servadou, and not for fer servadou to adapt to me.”

			But Carmarans had no interest in the local traditions of treating fer, as well as cabernet franc and négret de Banhars (of which he has some of the world’s last remaining parcels), like the tough, angry grapes they’re often considered to be. This wasn’t a question of following the fashions of the time—carbonic and hands-off infusions and such—although he often is lumped in, incorrectly, with others who choose those habits. Instead, he concluded that subtlety in the mountains required something different; a light touch throughout, with short macerations of whole grape clusters. Some years, the grapes are physically ripe but have barely reached 10 percent potential alcohol. The intent is to express them with quiet brushstrokes rather than doubling down on their ferrous, aggressive nature. At least one year, he says, the wine was refused even a basic Aveyron designation for being “too drinkable.” When he brought some of these early fer-based reds to a tasting in 2009 with Lapierre, the Beaujolais luminary told him how much it fondly reminded him of gamay. Here, then, would come wines of freshness and light in the southern mountains. There is something timeless in Carmarans’ wines, something archaic in their origins and their innate nature, and yet they are utterly contemporary in their transparency and lack of guile. They remind me of one of those eternal truths of France: That the past almost always holds the answer, if you know where to look. And so, there’s no reason for Aveyron not to flourish again with wine, if the tumblers click. “Perhaps one day some young people will come back,” Carmarans says. “Perhaps one will get inspired.” At least one has. Pauline Broqua, one of his apprentices, now has her own property just downhill, near Entraygues.

			Evening has come and the sun drops its last bit of glare behind the clouds, hastening the dusk. Birthday guests have started to arrive from nearby, lining their cars along the road, a mix of winemaker friends and other locals, plus a few anglophone expats. We eat dinner buffet-style as darkness descends. The clarity of a half-hung moon, in a sky untouched by light pollution, casts itself across the vines. Soon we push our chairs to the side of the living room for a bit of dancing. The playlist segues to old French standards, and the dance becomes a sing-along. There’s a sentimental fondness in the room for Joe Dassin and Gérard Lenorman, late-twentieth-century chanteurs who came just after the era of Gainsbourg and navigated the treacle of the 1970s. We drink fer without caution, its iron-like tang providing fortitude, its fruit and serenity on display. There are big bottles, magnums, from nearby Marcillac and farther, from acquaintances like Pascal Simonutti in the Touraine. The French grow into their most convivial in such moments. A stranger in the backlands is welcome.

			Someone cues up Lenorman’s “Voici Les Clés,” clearly intending a message for the birthday boy. The light, flutey tone and Sgt.-Pepper-brass breaks belie the song’s actual tale—bittersweet, a parable of prodigal love, of the hopes of return.

			Voici les clés pour le cas où tu changerais d’avis

			A ta santé, à tes amours, à ta folie

			The moon grows fuller, shimmering off the lake, casting the hills above into relief. The air is sharp with that chill of mid-spring in the mountains. It blows in through the windows, taming the heat of a crowded room. Wine keeps flowing, and we drink to love and to folly, and sing with ever less precision under the night sky.

			Je vais tenir mes rêves au chaud et le champagne au froid

			Car je t’aime

			Et n’oublie pas l’anniversaire de Nicolas.

			The music drifts out the windows, through the vines, out across the lake, off into the dark hills. Farther and farther, up into the peaks of the Cantal, and farther, past the ancient worn volcanoes gone silent and the lost corners beyond, over the miles of darkened pasture and out into the deep, old heart of France. It tapers away, and the night comes still. Here the past is never far away, and the future always close at hand.
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