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The trifecta of Bordeaux: the city, chateaus, and a beach:

By Bella English

GLORE STAFF

BORDEAUX, France — When
the word “bordeaux” is men-
tioned, people immediately think
of the wine, among the world’s
best, or the region in southwest
France where it is produced. Rare-
ly do they think of the city.

But Bordeaux is a bustling burg
with many charms of its own. Like
a dowager down on her luck, it
had fallen victim to neglect. Today,
however, it is undergoing a facelift
that has already restored its down-
town park and is removing the
grime and soot from its 5,000
stone neoclassical buildings, the
better to showcase their columns,
arches, cornices, and carvings.
The city has a new and efficient
tram system, along with bus serv-
ice, though the best way to explore
is on foot. .

Most tourists who come to Bor-
deaux are pilgrims seeking the
surrounding vineyards — or “cha-
teaus” as their estates are known
— and who use the city as a base.
But the city itself should not be ig-
nored; it offers many architectur-
al, shopping, and gastronomic
pleasures. ‘

Last fall, my daughter, who was
studying in Paris, and I rented a
car and drove the six hours south
to Bordeaux, where we spent a few
lovely days visiting the chateaus,
the city, and the nearby beach — a
real trifecta of a trip. The Garonne
River cuts a swath through Bor-
deaux and connects it to the Atlan-
tic; the late R.W. Apple Jr. of The
New York Times once described
this river city as France’s Boston,
“overflowing with understated
rectitude”

The old part of the city, with its
wide avenues and small side
streets, is a great place to wander
in search of architectural revela-
tions — a gargoyle here, a stone
church there — along with foun-
tains and monuments. Head for
the main square, anchored by the
majestic Grand Theatre, consid-
ered one of the most beautiful
18th-century buildings in Europe.
At night, you can take in a concert
or ballet at the ornate theater.

During the day, it is open for tours.

In the large square outside,
diners eat at open-air cafes, while
street musicians, jugglers, and
mimes, compete, for.attention,and
euros. At one kiosk, we bought the
region’s signature “canelés” mini-
cakes made in fluted molds, dense
and chewy with a taste of honey.
Between that and an amazing
chocolate boutique, we nibbled
our way down the mile-long Rue
Sainte-Catherine, said to be Eu-
rope’s longest pedestrian street.
Small shops and large chains form
a fun mix. In Bordeaux, yow’ll also
find all the big fashion houses in-
cluding Cartier, Louis Vuitton,
Hermes, Ferragamo, Kenzo, and
Escada.

We wanted to take in wine
country, so we booked a wine and
art tour with the city’s tourism of-
fice. At 9:30 one morning, 20 of us
left in a minibus, headed for the
Medoc district slightly north of
Bordeaux, home to the world-class
chateaus of Margaux, Latour, La-
fite Rothschild, and Saint-Julien.
Many of those “premier cru” ché-
teaus don't do group tours, or any
tours at all. (“You have to be a
wine person or e-mail ahead of
time,” said our guide).

So we were content to visit
three others. Our bus passed
through wine villages, past stone
walls and rows of grape vines,
each with a rosebush on the end,
the better to predict disease
(which attacks the rosebush before
the vine). The stone chiteaus were
imposing and interesting, each
with its own story. Some are
owned by families who reside
there, others by corporations.

Our guide offered a running
commentary on the complex clas-

sifications of Bordeaux wine, from
the world-class grands cru to the
lowlier — but often still wonderful
— cru bourgeois. Naturally, she
had to insert constant compari-
sons with California wine produc-
tion, with the refrain: “Here, it is
not allowed.”

By 10:15, we were touring Cha-
teau d’Arsac. It was the week after

the harvest, and workers were
emptying enormous merlot vats.
The owner is an art lover and vari-
ous modern sculptures: decorated
the lawn; one'piece even sat in the
middle of a vineyard. Inside, we
tasted wine while our guide told
us about the Bordeaux Marathon,
at which runners can stop at vari-
ous vineyards in the Medoc region
and sample the wares. Her friend,
she said, finished the race having
stopped 33 times for 33 glasses of
wine. “It’s the only marathon in
the world like this,” she boasted.

There’s a reason why.

At noon, we stopped in the vil-
lage of Bages and had a four-
course lunch at a cafe: olive and
chorizo loaf, fish with a red pepper
sauce, a cheese plate, and a choco-
late tart, accompanied by local
wine. My 20-year-old daughter,
Megan, is of legal drinking age in
France. Our guide was surprised
to learn that she’s “illegal” at
home. “French kids can’t buy wine
until they’re 18, but they grow up
having a glass a day at home,” she
said. Her son, now an adult, has
been drinking wine since age 7 —
something I don’t dare tell my
feenage son.

She also mentioned that she,
her mother, and her daughter
were going to spend an upcoming
weekend at Les Sources de Cauda-
lie, a hotel and spa on the grounds
of Chateau Smith Haut-Lafitte, in
a wine town south of Bordeaux.
Here, they would indulge in some

“vinotherapy” such as massages
with grape seed oil and baths of
grapevine extract.

After lunch, we visited two
more vineyards, ending with the
esteemed Chéteau Pichon Longue-
ville Comtesse del Lalande. This
property, still inhabited by the

comtesse, who is in her 80s, is one
of the most scenic in the area with
its beautiful castle-like chéteau,
swimming pool, veranda, and
sweeping lawn. It overlooks Lafite
Rothschild, and many wine enthu-
siasts in our group took pictures
with telephoto lenses of the fa-
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