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Pomerol is the perfect embodiment of George Orwell’s idea that ‘all men are 
created equal, but some are more equal than others.’ One of Bordeaux’s 
smallest appellations at 800 hectares, it is divided up between 150 
winemakers many with only a few acres each, and a large part of its mystique 
comes from its lack of classification, its patchwork of smallholders, and its 
astonishing consistency of quality. 
 
Which makes it something of a surprise to see a label from Vieux Chateau 
Certan dating from 1948 bearing the title ‘Premier Grand Cru’. 
 
‘Everything was a little more relaxed in the 40s,’ says owner and director 
Alexandre Thienpont with a slow smile. ‘The winemakers around here just 
decided among themselves to create an unofficial classification, but it never 
went any further. The walls of Pétrus have ‘Premier des Grands Crus’ carved 
on to them somewhere’. 
 
If Pomerol ever was to make things official, few would argue that Vieux 
Chateau Certan would be accorded the same assessment today. Located 
almost exactly between the church spire of Pomerol and the single line of 
shops in Catesseau village, the elegant lines of its honeyed limestone 
chateau, book-ended by two towers, marks it out as one of the larger 
buildings in this wilfully understated appellation. And although it is Pétrus and 
Le Pin which receive the most attention around here, for many it is Vieux 
Chateau Certan that best embodies the soul of Pomerol; terroir-driven, 
unshowy, quietly turning out hit after hit. 
 
Alexandre Thienpont seems to have taken on some of his appellation's 
characteristics, as conversation with him is peppered with words such as 
'modestly', 'small changes', 'fine tuning' and 'not I, we'. He shakes his head at 
one point and says, 'I hate speaking about myself. I know it's ridiculous, but 
winemaking is full of subjective decisions and no one person can take credit. 
The success of Vieux Chateau Certan is about a group of people who trust 
each other.' 
 
With 12.5 hectares of vines planted, the estate is a touch bigger than Petrus, 



and one of Pomerol’s oldest winemaking entities, but has seen just three 
families in its 300-year history. Thienpont predictably downplays the 
importance of human intervention, saying, ‘the wine tells its own story, not 
mine,’ but this is the one point in which his modesty is a touch disingenuous. 
The reality is that the estate had lost some of its lustre until he took over from 
his father Leon in 1985. Just over 25 years later, it is back among the most 
celebrated wines of Bordeaux. A recent Liv-ex survey of critics' scores put it 
as sixth best rated overall in the 2010 vintage, receiving 100 points from 
James Suckling and 19 points from Decanter. Things are less modest when it 
comes to the price - 180 euros from Bordeaux merchants in 2010 - but recent 
vintages have proven good investments, rising on average more than 15 per 
cent from January to July 2011, and there is an increasing ground-swell of 
opinion that this is an estate at the top of its game. 
 
The Thienponts have owned the estate since 1924, when it was bought by 
Alexandre's grandfather George, a wine merchant and banker from Etikhove 
in Belgium.   
 
'When my grandfather bought the chateau, it had a few centuries of renown, 
but he made one strategic mistake,' says Alexandre, 'and that was to sell the 
wines only through the family business back in Belgium. It was a 
misunderstanding of how Bordeaux works.' 
 
The estate's reputation diminished as its distribution became more and more 
limited, and things weren't helped by George remaining in Belgium, visiting 
Pomerol every few months. His son Leon moved to France from Belgium in 
the early 1950s, and began running the estate. He was responsible for the 
replanting of the vines after the 1956 frosts, and did serious work restoring the 
building, but it wasn't until the 1980s that it was put back on to the Place de 
Bordeaux. Today Vieux Chateau Certan is sold through 24 negociants, 
entirely en primeur, and its renewed reputation shows how the mechanism of 
the Bordeaux marketplace - where merchants parcel out small quantities to 
clients worldwide - fully exploits the psychology of limited supply in stimulating 
demand and maintaining high prices. 
 
But most of its recent success, however much he might hate it, can be more 
directly ascribed to decisions taken by Alexandre Thienpont once he took over 
following the death of his father in 1985. Among these were the introduction of 
a second wine, a replantation programme, the undertaking of green 
harvesting (the first vintage he cut 50% off the vines, with the neighbours 
asking, ‘are you sure you know what you’re doing?’), an updating of the vat 
room and the use of 100 per cent new oak barrels for the ageing process. 
 
The first thing Alexandre did was a vineyard audit, which they now repeat 
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every four years - alongside localised ones each time they replant vines. 
'There is a mystery to winemaking, but precision in certain areas is essential,' 
he says. The average age of vines at the estate is 50 to 55 years, almost 
double the Pomerol (and Bordeaux) average of 25 to 30 years. Thienpont 
credits this with the work his father did in replanting after the 1956 frosts, and 
clearly the age helps shape the complexity and intensity found in the glass. 
Today the vineyard is split into 23 different plots, all located around the estate, 
and each one is worked differently depending on its needs. This precision is 
then continued with the 21 vats in the cellars, each one with tiny modifications 
according to need. A small stainless steel tank was first introduced in 1988 
and in 2003 the entire winery was redone, with air-conditioning, temperature-
controlled tanks, insulation in floor and ceiling, and the current vats. The 
biggest stands at 140hl for blending, with the rest ranging between 40hl, 50hl, 
60hl, 77hl and 125hl, in a mix of stainless steel and oak. 'Small changes can 
make all the difference, and I believe selection is key in the vineyard, the 
cellar and the blending process. Going slowly avoids making irreparable 
mistakes.' 
 
The second wine, La Gravette de Certan essentially comes from young vines 
(which means up to 25 years old, because of those incredibly long-lived 
vines). The name Gravette comes from a plot his father bought in the 1950s, 
a small vineyard near the village of Catesseau that had been included in the 
main wine. 
 
But perhaps most important of all was the emphasis he put on cabernet franc. 
When Alexandre took over, it was 50% merlot, 20% cabernet sauvignon, 20% 
cabernet franc and 5% malbec, The first thing to go was the malbec (although 
a few vines almost certainly remain among the merlot rows), and the amount 
of cabernet sauvignon was severely curtailed. 
 
‘The soul of Pomerol is merlot on clay with its violet aromas,' says Alexandre. 
'The soul of Vieux Chateau Certan comes from the addition of cabernet franc, 
which gives its haunting quality to the nose.' It was not an easy decision 
though. 'By adding cabernet franc to merlot, you have to be prepared to take 
a risk. At first, it kills the smile of the merlot, that wonderful rich weight that it 
can have in Pomerol. Cabernet Franc on its own can be timid, but it has a 
multiplicity of aromas and adds dimension. The past two vintages (2009 and 
2010) were merlot years at its maximum, like we haven’t seen for perhaps 40 
years, while cabernet franc suffered from hydric stress. But in other years, I 
love the complexity and aromatic persistency than cabernet franc brings'. 
 
The results of all this are clear - just don't expect him to admit it. 'For me it’s 
about transferring something from one place to another – so from the vine to 
the table, and from my father to my son. I am not being modest, that is simply 



the reality. When you live among the vines, it is impossible for me to 
understand how anyone can claim they are responsible for things… it is the 
vine that does it.' 
 
VCC At A Glance 
 
Director: Alexandre Thienpont (also owner, with his 40 siblings and cousins as 
shareholders) 
Owner: La Société Civile du Vieux Château Certan, founded in 1957 
Appellation: Pomerol 
Vineyard area: 14 hectares (12.5 in current production) 
Plantings: 65% Merlot, 30% Cabernet Franc and 5% Cabernet Sauvignon 
Annual Average Production: 40-50,000 bottles per year of the First Wine, 20-
30,000 of 2nd wine, La Gravette de Certan 
 
 
The Thienpont Family: Wine in the blood… 
Since George Thienpont bought his first estate in Bordeaux (Chateau 
Troplong Mondot) in 1920, the family has become a local institution. George 
had six children, two of whom – Georges and Leon – moved to Bordeaux, and 
another, Marcel, whose sons did so. Currently there are eight third generation 
cousins working in wine between Belgium and Bordeaux; besides Alexandre 
at Vieux Chateau Certan, his cousin Jacques (Marcel’s son) owns both Le Pin 
in Pomerol (Alexandre has a one-sixth share) and his new estate L’if in Saint 
Emilion – as well as running the family wine merchant business back in 
Belgium. Jacques has two Bordeaux-based brothers, Luc at Clos des Quatres 
Vents in Margaux, and Baudouin at Vignobles Pellebouc in Entre deux Mers. 
Another branch of the family (through Georges) includes the celebrated 
winemaker and consultant Nicolas Thienpont at Chateaux Pavie-Maquin, and 
Larcis Ducasse. Nicolas has three siblings working in wine; his brother 
Francois at Wings wine merchants who also created Terra Burdigala with 
Stephane Derenoncourt, sister Bernadette who works across the properties 
and has specific responsibility for Terra Burdigala, and finally brother 
Dominique, who has his own negociant company called Dominique Thienpont 
Vins Fins. The fourth generation is just getting going – with Nicolas’ son 
Cyrille and Alexandre’s son Guillaume having both now joined their fathers’ 
 
Timeline 
Estate was founded as Chateau Certan in the 1730s by the Demay family, 
wine merchants of Scottish descent 1745 original tower constructed 
1858 sold to Parisian banker Charles de Bousquet (with the Demays retaining 
five hectares which became Chateau Certan de May). The de Bousquets 
continued to invest in the property and build a second tower onto the chateau 
building. 
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1920 George Thienpont, a banker and wine merchant from Belgium, buys 
Chateau Troplong Mondot in Saint Emilion 
1924 Thienpont purchases Vieux Chateau Certan 
1932 Thienpont sells Troplong Mondot after losing money in the 1929 stock 
market crash, but keeps Vieux Chateau Certan 
1950s George's son Leon moves to Pomerol from Belgium 
1985 Leon's son Alexandre takes over Vieux Chateau Certan  
 


