DISCOVERING TIANJIN
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Chadian, Tianjin’s
Bordeaux

by Robert Watt

approaching Hanggu and the grey dust
dryness of the city. Fields are full of tall maize
and arbours of vines and soft fruits. The

I am lucky that the day | travel out to
Tianjin's vineyards is a day of bright sun
and clear blue sky. The road out to the Chadian

Grape Park passes through a part of Tianjin
which is lush with fields and farms. Under
today’s unfiltered sun the area is full of colour;
rivers run blue and the banks are dotted with
people fishing into blooms of bright green
algae.

The fertility of the area is a dramatic
contrast  to the muddy wastelands

roadsides are alive with thick long grass. The
scene looks more like southern China than the
parched fields that surround most of the city
and its conurbations.

The area is known as the Chadian region
and is at the same latitude as Bordeaux in
France, the climate and soil is reportedly good
for grape cultivation. Not surprising then that |
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had been told that the Grape Park looks like
part of Europe. Certainly there is a continental
influence to the architecture of the buildings
and villas. Likewise, the heat beating down
from the mid morning sun, the smell of the
freshly mown lawn and the beds of lavender
feel familiar and maybe | could be fooled to
believe | am in France. But like many things in
China, the scale of the place gives its location
away. Few vineyards in Europe would design
an entrance with Greek colonnades or gardens
resembling the palace of Versailles. Of course
typically of China, much of it is still being
constructed.

I ' meet Mr Zhang who is one of the
engineers on the estate and he shows me
some huge greenhouses. Inside Grapevines
are growing in neat lines, their arms arching
overhead to provide a series of leafy tunnels.
They are all labelled with familiar names such
as Chardonnay, Merlot and Muscat. The
temperature, lighting and humidity is carefully
controlled and under the glass it's much cooler
in the dappled shade of the vines than outside.
Large bunches of grapes hang down still
green but already juicy and some turning
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black. I'm told they will be ready for picking
from the middle of July.

Between the lines of vines, tomatoes,
aubergines, runner beans and bell peppers are
growing. Mr Liu picks a handful of ripe
tomatoes and a small cucumber for me. He
says there is no need to wash them as
everything is grown organically. The tomato is
sweet and juicy.

There are 49 varieties of grapes grown on
the estate mostly they are table varieties
including seedless grapes. People can come
and pick the fruit and vegetables themselves
and eat a picnic at the tables arranged at one
end of the greenhouse beneath the vine
canopy. Being so far back from the road, it's
wonderfully peaceful and a pleasant place to
rest and eat the fresh tomatoes in the air, rich
in oxygen.

As well as the greenhouses there are
fields growing more grapes, vegetables and
soft fruit. The greenhouses provide a
controlled environment that allows the fruit to
be grown from July to October. Strawberries
are available from May. There is also a large
pond of geese and a restaurant that serves
meals made from their own vegetables.

Not far away is another large vineyard

Inside Grapevines are
growing in neat lines,

their arms arching
overhead to provide a
series of leafy tunnels.

known as

the Mengzhuangyuan Wine
company. The emphasis here is very much on

wine production and is the home of
HuaMeng wine which is produced from their
Muscat Hamburg grapes.

As well as producing wine there is a
museum about the history of wine around the
world and in China.lam surprised to learn that
Wine making and brandy production in China
stretches back 2000 years and that the area
around the Bohai bay is the country’s leading
wine producing area. Chinese wine
companies that you will be familiar with such
as Changyu, Great wall, Dynasty and Weilong
are all from this area. There is an interesting
section detailing legends and myths from
many countries around the world about wine
and the infamous characters that have
celebrated its consumption. It also explains
the otherwise random selection of statues
that decorate the estate.

At Mengzhuangyuan, the grapes are all
traditionally grown outdoors and there are
over a 1000 acres of vines. The grape bunches

hanging from the vine have been placed in
small bags to protect them from insects and
from any heavy rain. Depending on the
weather the harvest is usually around
September. At this time its possible to tour the
wine production area and even make your
own wine under the guidance of their
Engineer. Below the museum, there is a large
underground cellar. Here 200 oak barrels
stand, filled with last years wine slowly
maturing, for 1 year before being bottled for
sale.

At 16 degrees centigrade the cellar is not
just an excellent environment for storing wine,
but also a deliciously cool and moist place to
linger. Along the walls of the silent cellar are
racks for storing bottles of wine. They are thinly
populated with rare and expensive vintages
which are being stored on behalf of
customers. In the shadows, there is a wooden
table where the highlight and reason for the
tour concludes with the sampling of some of
their products. The wine tasting is 30RMB and
an excellent way to help decide which case of
wine to take home. I'm not a wine expert
myself and at last chose two bottles of
Huameng Golden Dry Red Wine. At 49RMB a
bottle, the choice is made more on price than
taste or attractiveness of the label.

I catch the 455 bus back to Hangu which
conveniently leaves from outside the
Mengzhuangyuan Wine company’s entrance.
Later that evening, | go to a barbeque at a
friends house and we open one of the bottles
to share with the guests. The wine is a bit
warm after an afternoon of sloshing around in
my back pack, but I'm anxious to collect
peoples opinions. We all notice that the colour
is surprisingly light and Joel thinks it has a
Cherry aroma. It tastes quite strong, fruity and
sweet. Finally we all agree it made a very good
Sangria.




