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The jury is out

Judging the local armagnac competition in Gascony is a great honour for an
outsider. Just make sure you get the dress code right and you will be fine
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live in srmagne couneny, an

ancient world full of vines

anl vk fugests where the
distillation of this alcohol, an
vate-te-vie thought o be
France oldest sprit, 1s an
arcane aet. Just o look atan
alesabic, the huge copper still
traditionally used here, 1 to
Took at hundreds of years
worth of local history. Add to
this the patois-laden accents of
the armagnie producers and
their vast knowledge hamded
down through the centuties,

AMANDA HODGKINSON

is a journalist and fiction
writer living in Gascony
with her husband and two
daughters

and you can understand why
nobody would serve cognac

to their guests here. This is
Gascony andt the Gascons are
fiercely prowd of their heritage.
Which is why I neardy fell off
my clair when | was invited 1o
he 2 member of the grand jury
judging the concours
d'annumac in Eauze,

*Atze you sure you want me!’
was my finst guestion. |
thought they had maybe
phoned my number by
accident. But the event

1 looked as if T mughic have just
come from tencling the vines...

Feeling increasmply
nervots, | found the oiganiser
wha had invited me and she
explned that the man jurics
were made up of pratessionals.
Eight different anmagnnes
would be chosen by them and
then, as & member of the prand
fury, my jub was to choaose the
ovenall winner. By now [ was
so anxtows | felt ke Dneeded a
stiff drink. ‘You'll be fine,’ the
urganeer soothed, Just choose
the vne you like best. Think of
it as w coup de coenr, Love at
first sighr.

8o 1 sipped, spat. frowned,
wrate things down, sipped a bit
more il then gave in my
vores, And guess what? My
favourite won. Thad backed a
winner! My second favourite
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organiser was definite, It
turned out that the president
of the Armagnac Association
was a fan of mume. | write a
weekly column in our focal
newspaper here, La Dépéche
che Mudi, and the president
loved ir.

The day of the judging was
cold so, with this in mind,
| turned up wearing jeans,
pullover, hat, gloves and coat.
1 waw sure [ needed o err on
the side of practicality rather
than glamour, Anmagnad folk,
women included, tend to be
rexldy nod duwn 10 eacth. They
think nothing of pruming vines
in the depth of finperchilling
winter or of harvesting grapes
in hlisteringr sunshune. With
my workaday habble hat [ was
sure [ would fit right in.

Wrong. The judging was in
the centrally-heated town hall.
The other women present were
wearing high heels and Chanel
suits, Never mind, [ thouyht,
hurriedy sticking my woolly
hat in my coat pocket, At teast

came in slightly out of breath
in fourth place. And 1 later
found out it was from the same
domaine as the winner. |
obviously had some wea of
what | liked after all. You can
put it down to the alcohol
fumes getring to me but ] went
home Hloating on clowl nine,
once again smazed by my life
here in the Gers. Six years
ago, when | mioved here and
begran writing this colimn,

I never wonld have guessed
Cd end up feelmg so at home
in Frince. As dus is my last
French Life colunsn T must say
a heartlelr thank you raall of
you who have shared my
adventurcs with me along the
way. [ raise my plass (of
armagmac) to you ath, Vive la
France and vive FRANCE
Magarine readers! 6L



