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Where did you grow up?  
In Saint Seurin, a residential neighbourhood near Bordeaux city centre. At the 
age of 12, my father threw me out of the house for getting bad grades at 
school, and I was sent to learn woodworking in the Pyrénées. The experience 
made me suffer so much that I knew I had to get on at all costs, that I had to 
make my own way.  
 
How did your relationship with wine start?  
When I was 19, in the early 1960s, I needed work – basically I needed to eat. 
I’m from Bordeaux, and wine is the most important industry to the local 
economy, so it was natural to look for employment with local wine firms. I 
wrote letters, asked contacts, and eventually began working with the wine 
merchant company Maison Cordier. For one year, I worked in the cellars, 
moved barrels, sent out samples, learnt to sell wines. It was my first job in the 
industry, and taught me an awful lot. 
 
Who has been your biggest influence in your career?  
My boss at the time, Jean Cordier, who gave me the chance to prove myself, 
and believed in me. Although I didn’t stay for long, as I quickly went on my 
own to purchase a business importing barrels of port into France, and bottling 
them myself. From there, I launched the whisky brand William Pitters. I 
wanted to create a business that could grow to be among the biggest and 
most successful in wine, so I studied endlessly the needs of consumers, and 
of distributors. I was always hungry for success, and I had the great luck to go 
on a trip to visit the fledgling supermarket industry in Ohio in the 1960s, 
attending a marketing course and travelling by coach to visit supermarkets 
and learn about the potential of ‘self’service’ mass selling. On the same trip 
were the men who went on to found both Auchan and Carrefour (two of 
France’s biggest supermarket chains), which gave me the contacts and the 
opportunity to grow my whisky brand along with them. Before that trip to the 
States, I was selling my brands to restaurants, afterwards across France. It 
changed everything. 
 
Is great wine made in the vineyard or the winery - and what do you most 
want people to discover in your wines?  



The best wines are made in the vineyard, where the winemaker can follow the 
development throughout the year. We only sell wines that are grown in our 
own vineyards, and all of them come with my name on the bottle to show this.  
 
You have 40 wine estates, and counting, world wide. Why the drive to 
keep buying properties, and which or where would you still like to own?  
I believe wine lovers always want to discover new things. So with 40 
properties, I can offer 40 different moods. And I’m not stopping yet; in the 
future, I would like to add a property in northern Italy.  
 
What has wine brought to your life? 
Patience. I am not a naturally patient person, but wine has taught me to take 
the time to understand things, and to know how to wait for things. This is a 
difficult business, and we can not control every element – such as the 
weather, or vine diseases –we are not masters of everything. With whisky, a 
producer is far more in control. 
 
Who is your wine inspiration?  
Above all, I would say Pierre Castel. He also began from nothing, and is now 
at 88 years old one of the most influential men in wine, right up alongside 
Gallo and a handful of others. He is pragmatic, unusual, and I am very 
honoured to have called him my friend for over 40 years.  
I also have great admiration for men such as Francois Pinault and Bernard 
Arnault, but my inspirations are not necessarily in wine. I read widely – the 
Greek and Roman philosophers, such as Seneca, but also more recent 
biographies of successful businessmen such as Steve Jobs or Richard 
Branson, or Nicolas Hayek, who invented Swatch. Exceptional men who know 
what it means to innovate, and to not give up. 
 
How has the financial crisis affected your business?  
It hasn’t, because we have concentrated our efforts in certain developing 
markets, which have been successful for us. 
 
What has been your best experience in the wine industry?  
Discovering the astonishing elegance of Priorat wines. The moment I realised 
how incredible they were, I bought myself a vineyard there.  
 
And the worst?  
I made a mistake with an estate in Tuscany. After three years, I sold up – I 
don’t believe in holding on to something if I have made a mistake, but I want 
to ideally own more properties in Italy, because the potential is there. 
 
What is it you most dislike in a wine?  
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Wines that are overly structured, without elegance – that anyway have a very 
limited market. But who knows, fashions change, and perhaps we will return 
to the tastes of the 90s, when concentration was everything. 
 
What is your view of awards, and wine ratings?  
They are necessary in order to compare your own success with other 
vineyards around the world, and to be able to make progress.  
 
What music do you listen to in the winery, or at home?  
Mozart. 
 
What wine do you drink at home?  
I like drinking a good Cote de Blaye – there are some excellent terroirs in that 
part of Bordeaux. In my personal cellar, I have around 300 different estates. 
Some of course from around the world, as I have many vineyards in different 
countries, but the vast majority of my wines are from Bordeaux. 
 
If you are not drinking wine, what are you drinking?  
Water. 
 
Where would you like to be buried?  
Bordeaux. I have spent my life here, and I love both the city and its wines. My 
wife has roots in the Languedoc, which is why I have brought estates there, 
and I have great affection for the character of the people from that part of 
France, but I am a Bordélais. I also know that Bordeaux has been an 
accelerator of my success – its image as making the best wines of the world 
has allowed me to build my business. 
 
What would you want the last wine you taste to be? 
Château Pape Clément 1988, one of the finest vintages that I have made. 
 
What do you see when you look in the mirror?  
I hope that I see a successful man who never gives up. 
 
What do you think is the most exciting development in wine today?  
The fact that wine has become a status drink which more and more people 
around the world are interested in.  
 
You are now expanding into art collecting/the Cultural Foundation, and 
boutique hotels – among your recent purchases are a Stradivarius violin 
and a manuscript from Montesqieu. What is the impetus for this?  
The pleasure of trying new things, and taking the risk of them not working. I 
don’t often dream about things, rather I do them. For a long time I didn’t have 



money behind me, so I had to learn how to look at things clearly, and to be 
pragmatic. It has left me with a sincere belief in simply getting things done. 
 
What brings you the greatest happiness?  
To realise that I have always lived fully. I have always lived by the maxim, ‘Il 
faut vivre debout’, which means to live upright, to take risks and to be true to 
yourself.  
	  
 


