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This introduction has been is written by Ben Phillips who works for us in our Weybridge 
store and is busy studying for his WSET Diploma…..so this is excellent practice! 

 

 
If you visit a winery and speak to a winemaker, they will almost 
always go on at length about the soils on which their vineyards are 
planted. If you walk with them in the vineyards themselves, they may 
even pick up handfuls of said soil and gesture with them as a visual 
aid. This isn’t just because winemakers can be obsessive and 
territorial, but because the soil is their lifeblood and often part of 
their identity. 
 

   Think of your favourite wine; there’s a really good chance that it 
comes from an area with ‘calcareous’ soils - in other words, soils with 
a high lime or chalk content. As a result of the reputation of 
limestone soils in France, winemakers everywhere have deliberately 
sought out these soils. Limestone and fine wine are inseparable terms 
in the wine world, but just how much of this is folklore and how much 
is hard science? 

 

        The discussion of ‘terroir’ - the ‘sense of place’ conveyed by the wines made in a particular area - is at its 
most febrile when soil is involved. All wine professionals are guilty of discussing the ‘minerality’ of certain 
wines, usually as a mark of complexity and quality. But geologists would say (and have) that this is nonsense. 
Vines can’t leech flavour from stone or soil, and the minerals they do take up are absorbed in such miniscule 
quantities that they couldn’t possibly be detected on any human palate in a finished wine. And yet 
winemakers have always placed a huge amount of emphasis on the importance of vineyard site selection and 
soil type, and surely they can’t all be wrong. 
 
Anecdotally, wine professionals tend to observe that limestone soils produce wine which is more aromatic, 
lively and more vividly represents the character of the specific grape variety being grown. One hard truth is 
that calcareous soils are alkaline and tend to encourage the growth of grapes with higher levels of acidity, 
acidity which is absolutely vital to the production of high quality wines of any colour or style. Limestone soils 
also retain water well, eliminating the need for irrigation, which is handy as it isn’t permitted in many 
European appellations anyway. There is also evidence that the right level of calcium (difficult to come by 
naturally in non-calcareous vineyards) leads to healthier fruit less prone to fungal disease. 
 
Of course, rarely is a soil pure limestone, and a soil containing too much limestone can inhibit the vine’s 
ability to absorb nutrients and cause chlorosis, a yellowing of the leaves leading to the death of the vine. But 
limestone mixed with some clay, you say? Perfect. This mixture balances out pure limestone’s high alkalinity 
and accounts for many great wine soils such as Kimmeridgian marl (Côtes-de-Nuits, Chablis), Terre Blanche 
(Sancerre), Cotes (St Emilion), Terra Rossa (Coonawarra), Alberese (Chianti Classico) - it goes on. 
 
What we can be absolutely sure of is that there are many great wines made on limestone soils, and we can 
only determine if the soil really does make a difference if we try wines of all soil types as exhaustively as 
possible. 

 
  



(1) 2019 Les Beau Jours Blanc Coteaux du Giennois Emile Balland, Loire, France 13% £15.99 
(White)  100% Sauvignon 
Emile Balland began his journey in the yineyards back in 1998, starting the business with a student loan and a small vineyard 
he inherited.  Based in the Loire region of Coteaux du Giennois, he now has 7.5 hectares in this region and 1 hectare in 
Sancerre.  Religiously pursuing limestone based soils, his “Les Beaux Jours” cuvée is produced on the clay-siliceous slopes 
(limestone subsoil) bordering the Loire in Bonny and Beaulieu, in the heart of the Coteaux du Giennois appellation. The grapes 
are mostly harvested by hand, are vinified entirely in stainless steel vats in order to preserve their aromatic potential as much 
as possible, as well as the freshness inherited from the terroir. 
 

(2) 2018 Riesling Grand Cru Rosacker, Cave de Hunawihr, Alsace, France £25.99 14% 
(White)  100% Riesling 
The 5.6 hectare Rosacker Grand Cru vineyard is north of Hunawihr, a small village between Ribeauvillé and Riquewihr. This is 
also where the famous parcel of Clos St Hune is located. Cave de Hunawihr work with 12 different growers who together own 
5 hectares of this Grand Cru. The vineyard is situated 260-330 metres above sea level, facing east/south-east, with heavy soils 
made up of fine clay (rich in calcium and magnesium) and limestone pebbles. The vines are on average 35 years old. 
 
Light yellow in colour, this elegant wine shows delicate nuances of lime and grapefruit on the nose. The aromatic hints of pure 
citrus fruit, a crisp acidity and a lively finish make for a complex and zesty wine that has the ability to develop in the bottle. 
 

(3) 2018 Passetoutgrains Domaine Daniel Rion, Burgundy, France £17.99  13% 
(Red)  66% Pinot Noir/ 33% Gamay 
Olivier Rion is a whizz at his Vosne Romanée Estate, crafting exceptional red and white Burgundies.  His Passetoutgrains is 
made from a blend of Pinot Noir & Gamay and is aimed at being enjoyed in its youth.  Coming from the vineyards higher up 
on the slopes with a mixture clay and gravel on top of limestone.  This wine has a lovely colour and texture with lashings of 
delicious forward red/black berry fruit and a lithe, elegant body - a charmingly simple, yet delicious glass of Burgundy.  
 

(4) 2016 Spätburgunder Hanspeter Ziereisen Baden, Germany £19.99  12.5% 
(Red)  100% Pinot Noir 
From the Ziereisen vineyards above the village on a hill, Hanspeter claims is the only entirely south-facing hill in Baden - you 
can see the Swiss city of Basel and, on the skyline, the snow-covered Alps. As well as having built up their holding from 0.5 ha 
in 1991 to 20 ha (50 acres) of vines in Baden, they own 6 ha of vines and another winery over the border in Switzerland.  Vine 
density is high and some of the vineyards on these slopes of Jurassic limestone are particularly steep. For Hanspeter, two 
important criteria characterize this location: the soils are made of Jura limestone, comparable to those of Burgundy, with 
different levels of loess and iron.  This soil gives his wines a certain coolness and finesse. The second trump card is the climate 
shaped by the “Burgundian Gate,” because Efringen-Kirchen is located directly opposite the inlet gate between the Vosges 
and the Jura.  As a result, Mediterranean air blows into the Upper Rhine Valley and the precipitation values are significantly 
lower than in the rest of the Markgräfler land.  So if you love Burgundy………here’s an undiscovered gem! 
 

(5) 2017 Chianti Classico Riserva, San Felice, Tuscany £19.99  13.5% 
(Red) 100% Sangiovese 
Il Grigio is made from a selection of the best Sangiovese grapes from the Chianti Classico vineyards on the San Felice estate 
near Siena. The vineyards are at 350/400m altitude, with mostly limestone and loam soils. The wine spends 6 months in 
bottle before release. 
A nose of red fruit and blackberries, with spicy, savoury tobacco characteristics. The textured palate opens up to show dense 
rich fruit, with layers of black cherry and spice. A fine and complex red with juicy acidity, long and savoury on the finish. 
 

(6) 2015 Clos de la Cure Saint Emilion Grand Cru, Bordeaux, France £31.99  13.5% 
(Red) 75% Merlot/25% Cabernet Franc 
A portion of the vines are situated on the Saint Christophe des Bardes plateau and the rest are situated on the plateau of 
Saint Etienne de Lisse, covering a total area of 7.5 hectares. The vineyards share the same soil composition as Chateau Cheval 
Blanc – gravel and clay with iron-rich deposits on limestone bedrock. 
 
“Lots of blackberry and currant aromas with a floral and fresh basil undertone.  Full bodied, chewy and layered with gorgeous 
fruits and intensity.  Big wine. Exciting.”  93/100 James Suckling  
 
Visit our website should you wish to order further wines delivered directly to your door: https://thevineking.com/  
 

Equivalent total if purchased individually: £151.94 
In-store 6-pack discount case price: £129.15 

WINE CLUB MEMBER SPECIAL PRICE: £117.00 
www.thevineking.com wineclub@thevineking.com 
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