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The wines of Domaine Le Soula, Roussillon, France

Some of the south of France's most remarkable wines

Le Soula is one of the south of France’s most exciting wineries. It’s a partnership between Gérard Gauby,
famed winegrower of the Roussillon, and UK wine merchants
Roy Richards and Mark Walford, based on old abandoned vineyards in the Fenouillèdes, which Gauby
discovered back in 2001 . To go with the vineyards, the three bought an old building in Saint Martin de
Fenouillet, which they converted into a cellar in time for the first vintage (2001 ) .
The operation grew, and in 2008 added Gérald Standley to the team as general manager, working alongside
Gauby. They also moved the winery to an old co-op in Prugnanes, with some more space. I tasted these
wines with Gérald.
The key to Le Soula is the quality of the vineyards. These are mostly small plots of old vines, spread out
over quite a distance: there are 15 km between the furthest vineyards. ‘It takes half a day minimum to visit all
the vineyards,’ says Gérald. They are all on decomposed granite, with the exception of one small parcel on
schist. All have slightly different expositions, and the altitude ranges from 350–600 metres. Yields are low,
ranging from 14–18 hl/ha.

Reds are made with whole bunches in the ferments. There is no acidification, and natural yeast ferments are
employed. The wines are matured in large vats (1 500 litres) and demi-muids (500 litres) .
UK agent is Richards Walford, and retail prices are given in brackets.

THE WINES
Le Soula Rouge 2008 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France  
Fresh, bright and expressive with lovely taut cherry and berry fruit. Fresh with some mineral notes and good
acidity. Youthful and expressive with nice purity and lovely freshness. 93/100 (£20.99)
Le Soula Rouge 2007 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France
Smoky, mineral, flinty edge to the pure red fruits nose. Lovely fresh, bright, supple berry and cherry fruits
here. Expressive and mineral with lovely freshness and precision. 93/100 (£20.99)
Le Soula Blanc 2008 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France
Intense, fresh, quite pure fruit on the nose. The palate is textured yet fresh with tight mineral, spice and
subtle flint notes. Real precision and intensity here. Potential for further development. 93/100 (£20.99)
Domaine Le Soula Blanc 2007 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France
14% alcohol. From vineyards high up in the Fenouillèdes with decomposed granite soils. Very interesting,
flinty, minerally, spicy, savoury nose with some bright citrus fruit. The palate is savoury and structured with
fresh apple and citrus notes, as well as white peach and nice minerality. Complex and savoury with some nice
matchstick reduction in the background. Quite profound. 92/100
Le Soula Blanc 2006 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France  
Beautiful aromatics: herbs, apples, nuts and minerals. Taut and expressive. The palate is fresh with high
acidity and a lovely savoury, nutty, mineral edge, as well as ripe apple notes. So fresh and complex. 94/100
(£20.99)
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Le Soula

Gerard Gauby continues to advise 2001 co-originators and co-owners Roy Richards and Mark Walford (who

also constitute the U.K. import company Richards-Walford) , but since 2008, young yet internationally-

experienced Gerald Standley has been calling the shots as Soula's vineyard and cellar manager. Blends and

elevage continue to vary from year to year, as the numerous cepages - planted in many small parcels in the

largely granitic northwestern limits and highest elevations of Roussillon - offer considerable flexibility,

particularly in white, and the team here is both humbly and astutely conscious of their efforts being a work in

progress. The range of microclimates and grape varieties also accounts for a generally protracted harvest; in

2008, for instance, black grapes were picked all the way from the 22nd of September to the 9th of October. If

there has been - and there has - a widespread movement in Roussillon toward wines of enhanced freshness,

one has to say that Soula was way out ahead of that curve. Demi-muids are favored over barrique, and the

share of new wood employed has steadily diminished. Whole-berry fermentation is pursued for the red, with

increasingly minimal attempt to extract polyphenols that are not liberated via infusion. The white 2010 Le

Soula - as had been the case with its immediate predecessor - was very slow to finish fermenting, and so it was

impossible even to assess its components on the occasion of my visit.

2008 Le Soula Le Soula Blanc

Rating : 90

 

The 2008 Le Soula is 38% each Sauvignon and Macabeu along with Vermentino and Grenache that grew

together, and tiny amounts of several other cepages. Weighing-in at around 14% alcohol but a mere 3.2 pH,

this smells effusively of fresh fig, pineapple, and grapefruit, all of which lusciously and juicily flood the palate,

accompanied by high-toned inner-mouth profusion of mint, lavender, honeysuckle, and heliotrope. The leesy,

barrel-inflected sense of creaminess here manages to compliment the wine's exuberant brightness, and it

finishes both soothingly and refreshingly, if with a hint of heat. I suspect this will be best enjoyed over the

next 2-3 years. (Tasted alongside, the 2007 - which included 15% each of Roussanne and Marsanne that I

either failed to note or was not informed of when I wrote about it before bottling in issue 183 - retained its

invigorating zest and sense of mineral impingement, but displayed a hint of finishing bitterness; marginally

less refreshment; and considerably less perfumed allure than this 2008.)

2008 Le Soula Le Soula Rouge

Rating : 92

 

The red 2008 Soula is just over half Carignan; around a third Syrah; and includes only around 10% Grenache.

One third of this was left in tank, the rest aged in demi-muids, of which a further two-thirds were new, and it

was bottled - with a light filtration - after 21 months. An amalgam of fresh cherry and blackberry shadowed

by their spirituous doubles, along with bittersweet floral perfume and almond extract, put me in mind of

certain Pinot Noirs. And that's before getting this into my mouth, where it reveals bright juiciness and a subtly

silken texture, along with mouthwatering salinity, leading to an exuberantly interactive and invigorating sense

of mineral-fruit-flower exchange that leaves you (for a red wine) remarkably refreshed, not to mention

intrigued and enticed to take the next sip.



This weighs in at 14% alcohol, though given how it behaves it could as easily be 13%. Richard opines that this

is as close as he has come thus far to the ideal he had at least inchoately when he originated this high-elevation

project. And as he is anxious to point out, 14 hectoliter per hectare was part of the price to be paid for the silk

and perfume on exhibit here. (Tasted alongside, the finished 2007 - about which I wrote before bottling in

issue 183, and which lived up to the lower side of my point spread - is strikingly different from its successors,

given among other things its smoky, crushed stone minerality; its thicker texture and tannic stiffness; notes of

garrigue; and a suggestion of tobacco that strikes me as having been the swan song of the Cabernet

Sauvignon, a mere 6% of the blend though it is.)

2009 Le Soula Le Soula Blanc

Rating : (89-90)

 

The white 2009 Le Soula - composed primarily of Sauvignon Blanc, Macabeu and Grenache Blanc; and aged

mostly in used demi-muids, with a bit left in tank - had been assembled but not yet bottled when I visited and

tasted it in April. Heliotrope, honeysuckle, quince, pineapple, and Persian melon on the nose put me in a bit in

mind of Grenache Gris or Chenin; although lime and grapefruit (with the nicely-integrated bitterness of their

rinds) , cassis and honeydew melon - all of which become more prominent on the palate - certainly point

toward Sauvignon. I tasted this from a two day old bottle that displayed a slightly awkward juxtaposition of

textural creaminess vanilla cream flavor with the wine's citric, bright elements; whereas when recreated in the

moment, those aspects of the assemblage seemed harmonious. While less exuberant than its 2008 counterpart,

this finishes with admirable refreshment and complexity, no doubt in part a testimony to the ability of these

vineyards to offset the effects of 2009 heat, but also to the synergy of an unorthodox blend. I suspect one will

want to enjoy this over the next couple of years.

2009 Le Soula Le Soula Rouge

Rating : (91-92)

Drink 2011 – 2021

 

Principally Carignan and Syrah, with a bit of Grenache - the Cabernet Sauvignon that once played a significant

role here having been eliminated beginning with 2008 - the red 2009 Le Soula displays deeply-flavored, ripe, yet

refreshingly tart-edged red raspberry and blackberry wreathed in bittersweet floral perfume and tinged with

iodine and saliva-liberating salinity. A gamey note remains at complexifying but nearly subliminal level, while a

somehow crystalline sense of mineral impingement sets up a kinetic, rather white wine-like finishing interplay

with the fruit and flowers, recalling Richard's comment that the evolution at Soula involved "working out how

to make the wine more feminine." This was 100% whole berry fermentation with no pigeage, and that

probably goes a long way - when combined, of course, with the effects of cool nights at high elevation and the

inexplicable but undeniable contribution of granitic soil - toward accounting for its infectious juiciness and

uncanny alliance of density with lift. (I tasted this wine in two interestingly different variations representing the

penultimate stage in determining the assemblage, but have based this note on the one that was chosen, which

as it happens was not the one I - on the basis of this fleeting acquaintance and granting my total lack of

experience with the cellar manner of Soula - would have chosen!) I suspect this 2009 will be worth following

for the better part of a decade.
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Le Soula Blanc 2007 - a remarkable wine from the Roussillon
14th March 2011

I really like this. It’s the latest release from Roussillon producer Le Soula, a partnership between UK wine

merchant Richards Walford and celebrated winemaker Gerard Gauby, who discovered this wonderful spot in

the Fenouilledes. It’s a blend of eclectic varieties – the vineyard composition of Le Soula reads as follows:

Macabeu 4 ha (on average planted in 1980)

Sauvignon 2,5 ha (1991 )

Marsanne / Roussanne : 1 ha (2003)

Vermentino (Rolle) : 1 ha (1994)

Grenache Blanc : 0,5 ha (1990)

Grenache Gris : 0,5 ha (1957)

Malvoisie du Roussillon (Tourbat) : 0,5 ha (1984)

Like some other high end Roussillon whites (e.g. Matassa) , there’s a bit of matchstick reduction here, which

works as a complexing factor. This isn’t a cheap wine (I’ve seen the preceding vintage as high as £27 at

Averys; Berry Bros and Rudd are a few £ cheaper) , but it’s serious stuff. UK agent is Richards Walford

(unsurprisingly, given that they are partners in the venture) .

Domaine Le Soula Blanc 2007 Vin de Pays des Côtes Catalanes, France

14% alcohol. From vineyards high up in the Fenouillèdes with decomposed granite soils. Very interesting,

flinty, minerally, spicy, savoury nose with some bright citrus fruit. The palate is savoury and structured with

fresh apple and citrus notes, as well as white peach and nice minerality. Complex and savoury with some nice

matchstick reduction in the background. Quite profound. 92/100
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Not that long ago, I enjoyed an extremely long lunch at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons to celebrate a significant
birthday. As ever, the food and service were more than up to scratch. So too were several wines, including one
of particular note – namely Le Soula.

The French critic Michel Bettane describes it as the best white wine in the Languedoc. He’s probably right.
The 2005 I drank was almost Burgundian in its complexity, length and depth – but with an extra dash of
vivacity and verve.

The reds aren’t too shabby either, as I subsequently discovered at a tasting with one of Le Soula’s owners,
Mark Walford, who runs the importers Richards Walford. The 2006 is simply scrumptious and will age for
some considerable time to come. The same goes for the 2007 and the 2008. But all three are distinctively
different.

Walford and his partner Roy Richards created Le Soula more than a decade ago after they began working with
pioneering local winemaker Gérard Gauby who was on a one-man quest to rejuvenate some of the abandoned
high-altitude vineyards of the Agly Valley. Richards and Walford immediately saw the potential of Le Soula’s
unique terroir and promptly put up the required capital.

Today, there are just 22 hectares planted with an eclectic mix of varieties including Grenache Blanc, Gris and
Noir, Syrah, Carignan, Macabeu, Sauvignon Blanc, Marsanne and Roussanne. Only 2,500 cases are made each
vintage.

What I love about Le Soula’s reds and whites is their sense of place expressed through a fabulous freshness,
elegance and ability to age. The wines are never over-ripe and always give pleasure. Best of all, they only cost
around £20 a bottle from some of the UK’s leading merchants (Majestic and Berry Brothers & Rudd among
them; Le Soula’s own website has a full list of stockists) . However, the word is getting out about Le Soula. So
my advice is to fill your boots – and fast.

Berry Brothers & Rudd, www.bbr.com. Le Soula, www.le-soula.com. Majestic Wine, www.majestic.co.uk.

howtospendit.ft.com
John Stimpfig
10th February 2011

High-altitude wines that are the height of elegance
The little vineyard that makes big wines




