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ThHe FRENCH

Hidden like a treasure in the medieval city of Kilkenny, Le Caveau
wine shop has recently celebrated its tenth anniversary. Much more
than just a wine store, owner Pascal Rossignol’s useful connections
and vast knowledge of the wine trade have proved invaluable in
growing the wholesale business. Orla Murphy travels to Kilkenny to
meet the charismatic Frenchman.
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nowing the right people is everything
B when it comes to running a specialist

wine business in Ireland. One man
who seems to have all the crucial contacts is
Burgundy native Pascal Rossignol, who has
used his international connections and vast
experience to create a gem of a wine shop in
Kilkenny city, as well as a successful wholesale
business.

Given his family’s background, it was
inevitable that Rossignol ended up in the
wine trade one way or another. Born in
Gevrey-Chambertin, Burgundy; wine was
always part of Rossignol’s family life. With a
brother working as vineyard manager for
Vincent Girardin, Rossignol himself worked
on a vineyard for three years for an estate
called Joseph Roty, before embarking on a
career in the hotel and restaurant industry.

Working in London, Rossignol spent much
of his time socialising with the Irish, and even
met his Co Carlow-born wife, Geraldine,
there. Having always been fascinated with
Celtic culture as a child, Rossignol was eager
to visit our shores and worked for six months
here as a sommelier for the late Michelin-
starred chef Michael Clifford in 1990.
However, a pre-Celtic Tiger environment
meant Rossignol and his wife were forced to
seek more a more prosperous living elsewhere,
and instead moved to Lille, where they
worked in the French hospitality industry for
four years.

However, Ireland continued to beckon. In
1995, Rossignol returned, this time to a
general manager’s position at Ballincar House
Hotel, Co Sligo, where he worked for four
years. Rossignol had always wanted to set up
his own business, and his love and vast
experience of the wine industry made it a
natural choice. Having worked as a
sommelier, Rossignol noticed glaring gaps in
the wine offering here, and was convinced he
could do better. And so Rossignol and his
wife decided to set up their own wine shop,
Le Caveau. The next critical step was to find
the right location.

“After living for four years in Sligo, we
wanted to keep the same quality of life. We
didn’t want to go back to a big city. We
looked at Dublin, but with the quality of life
we thought maybe not. We thought Kilkenny
was ideal. First of all my wife is from Carlow,
which isn’t far away at all, and we knew
Kilkenny. We always found it to be a brilliant
city and I would say a sophisticated city for
its small size. Also, it’s very good from a
logistical sense because it is located between
Dublin and Cork. So in 1999 we opened the
shop, which is ten years ago now.”

The original plan was to open a small
French wine shop with the eventual addition
of French food and French cheeses. However,
Rossignol found that with his great
international wine connections and his flair
for discovering small, authentic wine
producers, the wine aspect of the shop just
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took off, to the detriment of the food and
cheese.

“Very quickly we did the website as well.
We saw the potential of the web. In the first
few years when I was in the hotel business, we
could see that there were no such things as
good search engines. It was like throwing a
bottle in the sea and hoping someone would
pick it up with your product in it. I felt like
that anyway. But very quickly we found that
when Google started, it was very good. We
chanced it anyway and had a nationwide
presence,” Rossignol said.

At the same time, Rossignol began to very
quickly put together a unique and authentic
portfolio of wines that attracted some of the
top restaurants in the country. His 13 years in
the catering business and his family
connections proved invaluable.

“Over the last ten years, we have built up a
very nice portfolio. We work with all the top
restaurants at this stage. Our wholesale
business has actually grown to be the biggest.
Wholesale has surpassed everything else.”

Despite Le Caveau’s limited space to stock
the varied selection of about 250 world wines
it sells, Rossignol believes the lack of space
keeps him and the staff on their toes, as only
the best can make it on to the shelves. He
explains what he looks for in a good wine.

“They are what I would call real wines —
wines that taste like the place they are made
and wines that respect the terroirs. There are
so many wines that are made by big
winemakers today and they tend to taste all
the same — very round, soft, crowd-pleasers.
We have some of those wines in the shop but
we really wanted to specialise in wines that
were much more authentic. We found that by
visiting estates, doing shows and tasting so
many wines that we could put our portfolio
together, which is a constant evolution.
Actually we have more than we can get rid of.
We have become friends with these guys and
wine growers. They really are a great bunch.
The wines are authentic but it really reflects
the people who make them because the guys
are also authentic and honest winemakers. We
are too small to take the risk of deviating
from our target of bringing quality wines.”

While both the wholesale and the retail
offer are predominantly French, Rossignol is
on the look out for more Old World wines,
while also catering for the New World
consumer. Although the two are historically
quite different, he has found that one very
often complements the other.

“Lots of people who don’t know wine learn
wine through the simplicity and the easiness
of the New World, and that’s great. We can be
grateful to the New World for making wine
approachable. Some people just stay with the
New World and don’t want to experience
French or Spanish wine. But there is a great
majority who want to investigate, and
naturally people are attracted to France. Also
the Old World wines have really improved as
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well. French wine has been made much
rounder and more modern basically. They've
reached the New World a bit somehow and
now you see the New World is trying to reach
the Old World because they want that
complexity so they have started to print what
vineyard it's made from. This is a great thing
that both are existing and are different.”
Coming from a very different background,
Rossignol has witnessed a massive change in
Irish people’s attitude to both food and wine
over the last ten years, with the level of wine
knowledge among consumers increasing with
each year. This has become particularly
evident on a Saturday, when a few bottles of
wine are popped open for customers to taste.
“We only have people who are interested in
wine push the door of that small shop. You
have to have an interest already and be open-
minded. Basically we had people who knew
what they liked, but they didn’t have great

knowledge about wine, let’s face it, but they
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