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Sancerre: Essential Sauvignon Blanc From 

France's Loire Valley 

By Tom Hyland 

August 2018 

Pascal Jolivet, one of Sancerre's most celebrated producersPhoto courtesy of Pascal Jolivet

While the very definition of a classic means personifying excellence and style, classics are 

sometimes overlooked in favor of something new and different; this is true with many things, 

ranging the gamut from a beautifully designed building, to a sleek automobile or a well-tailored 

piece of clothing. When it comes to Sancerre, a celebrated white wine produced exclusively from 

Sauvignon Blanc from France�s Loire Valley, the issue of being neglected in favor of other 

examples of this variety has been all too real over the last 20-30 years, especially with the popularity 

of this variety from New Zealand as well other areas such as California, Chile and South Africa. 



But Sancerre is a classic for several reasons, not the least of which is that it is the defining style of 

Sauvignon Blanc that all other examples are compared with on a daily basis; the highest compliment 
a producer anywhere in the world can receive is that their Sauvignon Blanc is styled like a Sancerre. 

So let�s give Sancerre its due, not only for its historical importance, but more importantly, its 

continued brilliance as a great white wine. The finest examples of today�s Sancerre are distinctive 

and superbly constructed, displaying intense aromas ranging from gooseberry to basil, with texture, 

lively acidity and distinct minerality. There are numerous noteworthy examples of complex 

Sauvignon Blanc from elsewhere, but there is only one Sancerre. �We really think that the perfect 

expression of Sauvignon Blanc is here in Sancerre,� says Pascal Jolivet, one of the most acclaimed 
producers working in this district today. 

Sancerre is produced from vineyards on the left bank of the Loire River in the eastern reaches of 

the Loire wine territory. While Sancerre is most famously white, there are red and rosé versions, 

produced solely from Pinot Noir. The rosés are medium-bodied and quite dry; look for examples 

from producers such as Domaine Delaporte, Pascal Jolivet and Lucien Crochet. The reds are 

generally medium-bodied and are somewhat comparable to lighter versions of Burgundy from the 

Côte de Beaune or the Côte Chalonnaise; notable examples include the Domaine Fouassier 

�L�Etourneau� (delightful with a chicken salad with strawberries and figs), Domaine Thomas and 
the exceptional Pascal Jolivet �La Bondenotte� (the 2016 is incredibly rich and complex). 

What makes Sancerre so special among the world�s Sauvignon Blancs are the specific soils in this 

zone. There are three primary types: chalk, which characterizes 60% of the vineyards; clay (30%) 

and flint (10%). Pascal Jolivet, one of the area�s most famous producers explains that �chalky soils 

are very white and help maintain the sun�s reflection, giving a strong minerality to the wines. Silex 

(a local term for flint), retains the heat and helps develop more mature aromas. Clay soils are also 
important to maintain freshness and enable fruity aromas.� 



The best Sancerre offer complex aromas, ranging from passion fruit, lime and pear to herbal notes 

of basil and tarragon, along with delicate floral notes. Also important is their ripeness and varietal 

purity, according to Sébastien Roux, proprietor at Domaine Fouassier. For Roux, fruit character 

helps distinguish Sancerre from many other famous examples of Sauvignon Blanc. �Sancerre must 

above all express the mineral of its soil. In no instance should it have a vegetable-like taste like 
some Sauvignon products from around the world.� 

Given the mix of soils found here, Sancerre is all about origin. Jolivet produces several Sancerre 

selections, ranging from �Les Caillotes,� a mixture of limestone and gravel soils, to �Le Grand 

Chamarin,� that is all limestone to �Le Roc,� that is entirely flint. At the estate of Roger and 

Christophe Moreux, father and son produce two single vineyard Sancerre: �Les Bouffants� and 

�Les Montes Damnés.� Roger Moreux describes the �Bouffants� wine as being one of �white flower 

aromas", while Monts Damnés (�the damned mountains," so called for the steepness of this 

vineyard) is laden with aromas of �mango and exotic fruits such as lychee and citrus.� He 

recommends enjoying the former from 3-5 years after the vintage, while the latter is at its best after 
10 years. 

If you don�t care to wait that long to enjoy a Sancerre, most producers have a so-called �entry level� 

bottling crafted from a mix of several vineyards and/or soils. This is a great introduction to Sancerre, 

allowing a wine lover to understand the special characteristics of this renowned dry white; in this 

way, a classic Sancerre, from producers such as Jolivet, Lucien Crochet or Domaine Vacheron, can 

be a stellar example of local terroir as well as a notable value. 

One thing to note about Sancerre is that given its structure, acidity and minerality, this is not the 

type of wine for casual sipping; Sancerre demands food. I�ve enjoyed it often with Thai chicken or 

pork, and it works wonderfully with many types of seafood, ranging from shellfish to a meaty 

halibut or tilapia filet, depending on the style of the Sancerre. Lastly, as seemingly every farmer in 

the area owns a goat, pair Sancerre with goat cheese � the tanginess of the cheese and the wine 
makes for a heavenly match! 

Recommended current releases of Sancerre 

Pascal Jolivet Sancerre � La Chêne Marchand� 2017 - Outstanding

Passion fruit, lime and a hint of green vegetables in the aromas. Excellent concentration, and a rich, 

lengthy finish with distinct minerality and very good acidity. Approachable now, but best in 5-7 
years. 
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SAUVIGNON BLANC THAT�S PROFOUND? 

SANCERRE �EXPRESSES WHAT IS IMPORTANT�

What�s the difference between a nice Sauvignon Blanc and a really good one? Let 
Valentina Buoso explain.

�Nowadays, the wines are so technical, so purified. I�m exaggerating, but they�re 
made more by design, by people who have decided that they are trying to get the 
market with people who drink more rosé than reds,� Buoso, the winemaker of 
Domaine Pascal Jolivet in Sancerre, told us. �We don�t do technical wines. We 
don�t need to. The wine already expresses what is important. It�s the minerality that 
is speaking, some acidity that is speaking. When you taste, you taste the estate, the 
region, a particular part of France.�

Buoso, just 32 and from Venice, 
became head winemaker for the well-
respected Domaine Jolivet in 2013. In 
Italy, she said, there�s still some 
difficulty for women who want to be 
winemakers. But who would guess that 
an Italian woman would have an easier 
go of it in France? It�s nice when a 
stereotype crumbles a bit and usually 
when one does, it�s because some brave 
soul took a hammer to it. �Overall, we 
have the same attitude toward 
winemaking,� Jolivet says of Buoso in 
the winery�s press materials. Jolivet�s 
family has been in the wine business 
since the early 1900s, but it wasn�t until 
1987 that he created the brand, Pascal 
Jolivet, putting the family�s name on a 
label as a producer. He has 120 acres of 
vineyards in Sancerre and Pouilly-
Fumé.  



We called Buoso recently after tasting three head-banging Sancerres from 2017 that 
she made: Clos du Roy ($33); Les Caillottes, which is what the French call the 
exalted, small Kimmeridgian limestone rocks found in the Loire Valley, Burgundy 
and Champagne ($41); and Le Chêne Marchand ($46). Other winemakers source 
from these well-regarded vineyards as well. 

The grapes Jolivet uses, organically grown in limestone-rich or chalky soils, are 
picked and sorted by hand. The juice is left on the lees for varying times and 
fermented with wild yeasts in temperature-controlled stainless steel tanks. 

Buoso spoke to us while on maternity leave; her first child, Flora -- �like flowers,� 
she said -- is almost five months old. Her husband, Alberto, is a winemaker at 
another winery. She admits to continuing to do winery work while on leave, 
explaining, �When we are passionate, we don�t feel the pressure.� 

She credits much of her interest in wine to a teacher who took a wine course with 
her when she was 16. �He encouraged me. I started studying and the more I studied 
the more I liked it,� she said. She earned a bachelor�s degree in viticulture and 
oenology from a university in Italy, with a specialty in wild yeast, did post-graduate 
work at another Italian university and got a master�s from a joint program at the 
universities of Montpellier and Bordeaux. She also has worked at wineries in 
California, Oregon, New Zealand, Australia and Chile. 

She loves working in the Loire Valley. �Year after year, I discover something else 
about the region or the potential that is in the soil. We talk a lot about terroir and 
climate and soil and there�s really a nice exchange this dynamic leaves in the bottle, 
in the wine,� she said. �We work quite naturally.�

To be sure, not all Sancerre is excellent. We�ve had some that simply seemed flat. 
So if you are going to spend $40 or so on one, we�d urge you to consult a good 
wine merchant. You might even want to take in our notes and say: �I want one that 
will taste like this!� Here they are:

Les Caillottes: �Ripe lime goodness. Long, tangy finish. Mouthfeel, too, lees. 
Richness, a little oily � nicely oily, like the peel of a lime. Great acidity, flinty, 
minerals. It�s clean and crisp with a juicy �drink more of me� kind of SB thing. The 
finish makes this even more interesting. This has an end so there are all the 
segments � beginning, middle and end, and they all taste a little different. It�s crisp 
and focused, with a touch of lusciousness on the finish, only on the finish. This 
would make any dinner special, a white tablecloth kind of wine. It�s elegant. It�s 
got stuff.�

Buoso said Les Caillottes is �one of my favorite wines. It represents very well the 
domaine. It has everything.�  



The Clos du Roy, we wrote, was �focused and pure, with lemon-like flavors. Better 
with air, though less intense than Les Caillottes. Lychee, white fruits. River 
stones.� 

Buoso said of the two vineyards, �They�re very close to each other, but the 
exposure is different. There�s a lot of minerality with the du Roy, more limestone 
than chalk. More white flowers, much more body than the Les Caillottes.�

We did not find our first sips of Le Chêne Marchand impressive, though Dottie 
liked it better than John, who wrote, �Nicely bitter lemon peel, minerals and stones. 
Long, tangy finish but not as focused as I�d like.� With air and warmth, though, 
Dottie fell hard for it and wrote, �Tasting later, this is the total package, classic. It�s 
crisp, with lime peel. Also with some length that ends in seashells and depth. Nice 
walnut bitterness. Everything you�d want in a Sancerre.� 

The next day, after retasting what was left in the bottle, John told Dottie, �You 
were right.� Let�s repeat that--Dottie writing this�John said, �You were right.�

These are best served closer to cellar temperature (55 or so) than refrigerator 
temperature. And one more thing: Several times as we tasted the wines, Dottie said, 
�I think we should decant these.� She felt they were so interesting, with so many 
layers, that they would stretch even further given more air. John resisted.

When Dottie interviewed Buoso, she asked about that. Buoso laughed. �Yes,� she 
said. �Absolutely, I decant. I encourage people to decant. The wines are dense and 
rich and they need some oxygen.�  

Dorothy J. Gaiter and John Brecher�
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