
	   	   Jane Anson 	  
	  

 
The First Growths 
 
 
First published Decanter, March 2011 
 
  
The excitement – and the nerves – in the room were palpable. Not from the 
panel of First Growth directors, who were gathered for their first ever joint 
public tasting in London, but from the audience, who had secured hotly 
contested tickets to sample these legendary wines in the presence of the 
people who made them. 
 
The queues outside the room, and the nervous rustlings within it, confirmed 
once again that the Bordeaux First Growths are more than wines; they have 
become legends, seen as the epitome of wine-making elegance, and the 
definition of good taste in those who drink them. But behind the money and 
the glamour of these wines lies centuries of expertise and pursuit of 
excellence that started well before the 1855 classification rubber-stamped 
their achievements. And although they all have separate owners and distinct 
personalities, their fates mirror one another, and one is rarely spoken about 
without a mention of the others (or as Chateau Margaux director Paul 
Pontallier puts it, ‘We have not exactly a friendly rivalry but healthy 
competition. We know well that the success of one does not hurt the other‘). 
 
The Decanter First Growth Masterclass (in November 2010) may have been 
the first joint event to be held in the UK – and had been over three years in 
the preparation – but these chateaux have histories that have long been 
bound up together. The five men sitting in the ballroom of the Landmark hotel, 
Frederic Engerer of Chateau Latour, Hervé Berland of Chateau Mouton 
Rothschild, Paul Pontallier of Chateau Margaux, Jean-Philippe Delmas of 
Chateau Haut-Brion, and Charles Chevallier of Chateau Lafite Rothschild, 
were continuing a long, although terribly discreet, tradition of working 
alongside each other – while all the while of course politely believing their own 
wine to be the First of the Firsts. 
 
The word Premier Cru gives a good indication of what their shared history 
means – cru is the past participle in French of the word croître, to grow. This 
means that Premier Cru (usually known as First Growth) can also be 
translated as First Grown, a reflection of the fact that these properties have 
some of the oldest histories in Bordeaux – certainly at all five spots it can be 
proved that vines have grown since at least the 15th century, and often well 



before that. 
 
Philippe Dhalluin, Estate Director of Château Mouton Rothschild, explains 
how the sense of history is always present. ‘Above all, a First Growth is the 
place where you can make the greatest wine in the world. A wine that has the 
ability to sustain its quality year after year, and across a great number of 
bottles – it is not a tiny cuvée made only in the greatest vintages. Working in a 
First Growth instills a sense of modesty and prudence – the chateaux have 
been here so long, and we are truly only custodians.’ 
 
As retail prices have risen for the wines (just a quick glance over the past few 
years will tell you that in two equally esteemed vintages, 2005 and 2009, 
opening ex-Bordeaux prices for Mouton Rothschild went from €360 per bottle 
to €550 – and similar rises were seen at all five properties) so has the 
pressure to deliver the dream. Philippe Bascaules, the technical director of the 
Château Margaux, gives an insight into what that means when he shows a 
bottle of the 2008 vintage that has been kept from shipping because of almost 
imperceptible damage to the back label. ‘There is no margin for error today. 
Ten years ago perhaps a slight wrinkle in the wine capsule would have 
passed unnoticed – not today. Our customers expect perfection, and we 
demand it of ourselves. But we are more able to deliver that standard of 
perfection than almost any other wine property; our owners have given us the 
rare ability to put the quality of the wine above all other considerations. We 
have the great gift to have owners who do not impose financial restraints in 
the pursuit of excellence of the wines, and the importance of that can not be 
over-stated.’ 
 
This ability to invest comes not only from the rising wine prices (a 12-bottle 
case from the 2009 vintage from any of these properties today would not be 
available for under £8,000 ex-VAT, and the smallest of them produces 10,000 
cases per year) but from the wider financial security of the families that have 
owned them. The First Growths have had centuries of unusually stable 
ownership, almost invariably by wealthy families who have taken a great 
personal interest in continuing to invest and grow the wines. For much of the 
18th century, just two families owned four of the chateaux; the de Segur 
family at Lafite and Latour, and the Aulède de Lestonnac (or, through 
marriage, Fumel) family at Haut-Brion and Margaux. And at certain times in 
history, First Growth owners have had seismic effects on the whole wine 
industry. 
 
The best-known example of this was when Baron Philippe de Rothschild 
became the director of Mouton, aged just 20, in October 1922, and introduced 
chateau-bottling. This was also one of the first occasions when all five 
chateaux joined together on a shared project. Baron Philippe had taken over 
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an estate (at the time a Second Growth in the 1855 classification) that had 
suffered from years of inattention. He was determined to raise the status of 
his wine back up to what it had been in former years – and of course 
succeeded when Mouton was promoted to First Growth status in 1973. One of 
his first steps towards this was to take control of the bottling – pointing out in 
his autobiography Milady Vine that wines intended for the chateau’s 
consumption were matured for three years in the cellars at Mouton. ‘Why 
then… were we shipping the wines we were selling to Bordeaux at the most 
critical moment of their lives? Anything might become of them in the wine 
merchant’s sheds. Three years; maturation in a strange environment, the very 
time when we should be responsible for nursing the precious juice? It wasn’t 
good enough.’ 
 
Before putting his plan into action, he ‘first had to put it right with the 
neighbours: Haut Brion, Margaux, Latour and Lafite’ and together they formed 
the ‘Club of Five’, which met once a month, always at Le Chapon Fin 
restaurant in downtown Bordeaux – an institution that remains one of the 
city’s best eating spots. Together, over the course of these lunches, they 
officially introduced the idea of ‘mis en bouteille au chateau’ for the 1924 
vintage – something that today is taken as standard across Bordeaux, and 
much of the world, for any wine that is concerned about quality and 
provenance. 
 
Mouton was not in fact the first to do this – it had long been standard to put a 
part of the wine in bottles at the estate. Lafite had experimented with entire 
chateau bottling back in the 19th century, and there is a label at Haut Brion 
dating from 1850 that demonstrates estate-bottling. But Baron Philippe was 
the first to articulate this to a wider audience, and to suggest that all five 
estates lead the way in demonstrating their commitment to assuring the 
quality of their wine from grape to bottle. Today, they go even further, by 
individually tracking, engraving and water-marking their bottles and labels to 
assure authenticity right to the moment of drinking. 
 
Although rarely spoken about, the Club of Five remains an important entity, 
and has been expanded to the Club of Nine, comprising the leading estates of 
Bordeaux. If you attended a meeting today, those sitting around the table (no 
longer at the Chapon Fin, but at one of the members’ chateaux) will be, 
alongside the First Growths, Chateau d’Yquem, Cheval Blanc, Ausone and 
Pétrus). The discussions – which take place every three months – will be 
centered purely around technical issues, either to do with wine-making or 
vine-growing. Far from just an intellectual exercise, the group works alongside 
Bordeaux’s institute of oenology and other leading research centres, co-
funding research and exploring key issues that face each of them. 
 



Dhalluin explains the reasoning behind the association, ‘There are often 
important issues that we need to research and deal with quickly and 
efficiently. And while the initial research is of course intended for our use, the 
results are frequently published in scientific journals, and become part of the 
wider oenological practices of Bordeaux.’ A recent study into Brettanomyces, 
for example, was co-funded by the Bordeaux Wine Bureau (CIVB) in 2004, 
and has become the standard reference work across the region – suggesting 
methods of improving hygiene in the cellars and controls during vinification to 
avoid the trademark ‘barnyard’ aromas associated with this particular strain of 
yeast. 
 
Others are intended purely for their own use. In the early 2000s, the Five 
undertook a joint study to understand the terroir at all First Growths, and to 
understand the difference in the soil types between their first and second 
wines. Charles Chevallier points out that much of the results simply explained 
something they knew intuitively anyway. ‘This was of course a very difficult 
thing to assess, because we all have different exposition, sun exposure, 
heights above sea level and various other parameters all over our estates, but 
it was nevertheless very interesting. Afterwards, I found old papers of Lafite 
studies in 1920s and 30s, with the same findings – that grapes in certain 
spots were not as good as in others. They didn’t know why at the time. Today 
we do, but the results are the same.‘ 
 
Denis Dubourdieu, director of the Bordeaux Institut des sciences de la vigne 
et du vin (ISVV) and a key figure in the Club of Nine alongside his colleague 
Kees Van Leeuwen, has a clear opinion on the importance of this work, 
‘Wine-making is an art, but there must be scientific knowledge that allows the 
artistic aims to be realised. That is what research allows for. But First Growths 
are not the place for experimentation, they are for the results of careful 
research, so of course we wait for several years before putting any results into 
practice.’ 
 
The projects are ongoing – focusing currently on finding successful non-
chemical treatments for the vineyard, and on better understanding the threat 
of oxidation in wines – and will continue to assure that the First Growths stay 
at the forefront of research. 
 
And if all of this has a cost, they are unashamed of it. Frederic Engerer, 
speaking at the Masterclass, made a passionate defense of the high prices of 
these wines. ‘I was not born into a family of Bordeaux vintners. I was a 
passionate amateur, from the age of 20 spending all my weekends and 
holidays visiting estates. When (François) Pinault hired me in 2004, it was a 
dream for me, and it is no more or less of a dream today. A lot of my friends 
say they cannot buy my wine anymore – I am very aware of that. All of us 
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here are wine lovers, and we care enormously about who buys our wines. But 
on the other hand, I think we should be proud to have the top of the wines of 
Bordeaux considered among the most desirable products of France, 
alongside Hermès, Airbus or Gucci. These wines have existed for 300 years 
and created great reputation for quality; the high prices are recognition of that 
work.’ 
 
Jane Anson is author of the Bordeaux chapters of The Wine Opus, and is 
currently writing a book on the First Growths 
  
 
The First Growths in Figures 
Chateau Mouton Rothschild 
Owner: Baroness Philippine de Rothschild 
Area under Vine 84 hectares 
Grape Varieties Planted 83% Cabernet Sauvignon, 14% Merlot, 3% Cabernet 
Franc 
Annual Production First wine 16,000-18,000 cases 
Second Wine Petit Mouton 5,000-6,000 cases 
Current market price of 2009 vintage £8000 per case 
 
Chateau Latour 
Owner: François Pinault 
Area under Vine 80 hectares (47 hectares within L’Enclos become the first 
wine) 
Grape Varieties Planted 80% Cabernet Sauvignon, 18% Merlot, 2% Cabernet 
Franc and Petit Verdot 
Annual Production First wine 15,000-16,000 cases 
Annual Production Second Wine Forts de Latour 18,000 cases (plus third 
wine Pauillac) 
Current market price of 2009 vintage £14,000 per case 
 
Chateau Margaux 
Owner: Corinne Mentzelopoulos 
Area under Vine: 92 hectares (80 hectares of red grapes) 
Grape Varieties Planted 75% Cabernet Sauvignon, 20% Merlot, 5% Petit 
Verdot and Cabernet Franc 
Annual Production First wine 12,500-13,500 cases 
Annual Production Second Wine: Pavillon Rouge 16,000 cases 
Current market price of 2009 vintage £9,000 per case 
 
Chateau Lafite Rothschild 
Owner: Baron Eric de Rothschild 
Area under Vine 103 hectares 



Grape Varieties Planted 70% Cabernet Sauvignon, 25% Merlot, 3% Cabernet 
Franc, 2% Petit Verdot. The oldest plot La Graviere was planted in 1886. 
Annual Production First wine 15,000-20,000 cases 
Annual Production Second Wine Carruades de Lafite 15,000-20,000 cases 
Current market price of 2009 vintage: £16,500 per case 
 
Chateau Haut-Brion 
Owners: The Dillon Family, with Prince Robert of Luxembourg 
Area under Vine: 51 hectares (48 hectares of red) 
Grape Varieties Planted 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 9% Cabernet Franc, 40% 
Merlot, 1% Petit Verdot 
Annual Production First wine 10,000 cases 
Annual Production Second Wine Le Clarence de Haut Brion 7,000 cases 
Current market price of 2009 vintage £8,000 per case 
 


