Prince Michel and Le Ducq:
Ultra-Premium Wines
with a Delicate Hand

An Interview with 1999 V&WM
Winemaker-of-the-Year, Tom Payette

At Wineries Unlimited in Lancaster
last March, Tom Payette, wine-
maker at Prince Michel Vineyards (VA)
and Le Ducq Vineyards (Napa), earned
the rare distinction of being named
Winemaker-of-the-Year as well as mak-
ing the Blockbuster Wine of the Year
(the 1994 Le Ducq, an ultra-premium
Meritage-style blend from Napa). The
awards seal Payette’s reputation as a
skilled winemaker on both coasts, and
he will share his expertise at the Oak
Symposium at the ASEV/ Eastern Sec-
tion annual meeting in July, speaking
on a pancl for a seminar entitled, “Oak
Barrel Usage in Premium Wine Produc-
tion: The Eastern Perspective”.

Payette is a Virginia wine veteran,
having worked in the state’s industry
since 1984. He has served in winemak-
ing capacities at many Virginia winer-
ies, including Ingleside Plantation. His
training incorporates a strong Euro-
pean influence in both Virginia and
California operations.

He began at Prince Michel in 1984
under then-winemaker Joachim Holler-
ith, whose training at the German
Wine Institute in Geisenheim helped
establish the Rapidan River line of
Riesling and Gewurztraminer as the
touchstone of German varieties in Vir-
ginia. At Ingleside Plantation, he ap-
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Tom Payette, winemaker at Prince Michel Vineyards and Le Ducq Vineyards, was
named Winemalker-of-the-Year at Wineries Unlimited.

prenticed under Jacques Recht, an
enologist protégé, of Emile Peynaud,
and the assemblage at both Prince
Michel and Le Ducq operations is per-
formed with the consultation of
Jacques Boissenot, another protégé of
Peynaud’s and a leading Bordeaux-
based consultant.

Le Ducq Vineyards in Napa and
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Prince Michel Vineyards in Virginia are
separate product lines, jointly owned
by New Vavin, Inc. The two vineyards
were established by Jean Leducq in the
mid 1980s, whose laundering firm,
Omni Services, is the largest family-run
business in France. Leducq founded
the California and Virginia wine opera-
tions to realize his dream of produc-
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ing quality American wines to rival his
European favorites.

Prince Michel is the second-largest
winery in Virginia at 35,000 cases an-
nually. The Le Ducq vineyard is a 35-
acre property in northern Napa, and
produces the Le Ducq cabernet blend,
and a cabernet sauvignon and merlot
under the Silviane label; current pro-
duction is about 2,000 cases total.

While the 1994 Le Ducq has won
numerous awards, Payette has also
maintained consistent quality and style
for the Prince Michel line, which in-
cludes a super-premium red Bordeaux
blend and Barrel Select chardonnay, as
well as premium chardonnay, merlot
and cabernet sauvignon (the latter two
currently with an American AVA), the
Rapidan River line of dry and semi-dry
riesling and gewurztraminer, and a
sparkling methode champenoise. An
inexpensive “Madison” series is also
produced.

Payette is 37 years old, a native of
Virginia, and was recently engaged to
Amy Kellert of neighboring Gray Ghost
Vineyards. This interview took place
at Prince Michel winery in May.

Q: How did you become interested
in working in wine?

A: Tattended Virginia Tech, earning
a B.S. in Food Science in 1985.In 1983
I took a four-hour course on winemak-
ing and grape growing from Bill
Cooler, and then was his teaching as-
sistant in 1984. He was instrumental
in teaching me about winemaking and
grape growing, which led to special-
izing in winemaking in my Food Sci-
ence degree. In 1984 I got a job at
Prince Michel, by calling [then wine-
maker] Joachim Hollerith, who offered
me 2 job as a field hand, tying vines
and training them.

Q: Where were your first jobs as a
winemaker?

A: In 1985 after graduation, I
worked at Ingleside for nine months
as assistant winemaker under Jacques
Recht and Debbie Dellinger. They were
both instrumental in teaching me a lot,
although I felt I didn’t get the guidance
there I had hoped for, and therefore
moved on. When I left Ingleside, I re-
turned to Virginia Tech and worked
with Dr. Bruce Zoecklein and learned
alot about the chemistry side of wine-
making. Later that year, Jacques Recht
contacted me to help him with [now
defunct] Accomack Vineyards [in
Virginia’s Eastern Shore AVA]. In hind-

sight, I realized that Jacques wanted
to teach me on his own terms.

Q: What did Recht teach you about
making red Bordeaux varielies?

A: Iwent to Accomack in May 1986,
in a very small facility (500 sq. ft.). I
had seen Jacques’ winemaking style at
Ingleside. He used carbonic macera-
tion as a technique; he used to throw
in between 5-10% whole berries into a
fermentation which would help pre-
serve the fruitiness of the wine. I spent
one year there, and then my family
developed the Riverside Winery. This
was the second year of moving into a
bare facility in May and setting up pro-
duction from the ground up prior to
crush.

Q: When did you start winemak-
ing at Prince Michel?

A: I came to Prince Michel later in
1990 until October 1993 as Assistant
Winemaker under Chris Johnson [now
in Napa, supplving grapes for Kendall-
Jackson], then I returned to Ingleside
as winemaker. Jacques Recht was get-
ting ready to retire, and Doug Flemer
needed me in place. I stayed at Ingle-
side until July 1996, when I left to be-
come winemaker at Prince Michel.
One thing you learn as a winemaker,
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especially in Virginia, is to give
plenty of notice, because you don’t
just find replacement winemakers on
the street, so [ gave Doug three
months’ notice.

Q: What changes hauve you seen at
Prince Michel under your tenure as
winemaker?

A: The main challenge was overcom-
ing the big freeze in 1996 (which killed
many vines) and getting back up to full
vineyard production. We've moved to
more hand-picking of fruit to enhance
the quality of our barrel select and pre-
mium chardonnay. I feel where Prince
Michel has really striven to excel is in
the vineyard itself. Perhaps hand-pick-
ing might not be the key for us, but
rather, getting the fruit to ripeness lev-
els we haven’t seen before; in the 1998
harvest we broke 24° Brix, from a tank
sample. We are increasing barrel fer-
mentation and sur-lie aging, we’re in-
creasing our barrel select production
and using more French oak in that pro-
duction; it's reasonably priced now.
Merlot and cabernet are coming in at
optimal ripeness. We're increasing
production of our reserve red line; in
1997, we made 700 cases (merlot/
cabernet Reserve); for the 1998 vin-
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tage, we’'ll make 1500 cases, but the
blend ratio may change.

Q: Has the reserve always been
mevlot/cabernet, or will it vary with
the vintage?

A: Itvaries according to the vintage
and what individual grapes have to
offer. In 1994, Chris Johnson made a
fine reserve cabernet franc; it’s really
what the cellar has to offer at the time.
You make the best possible product
from each lot, bringing the finished
products to evaluate in December,
then make the final blend and return
them to age. What I always do at that
point is to keep some of the lots sepa-
rate at that point, so you have differ-
ent “spices” in your kitchen. You can
then re-visit that blend 6-8 months
later, perhaps tweak it one more time,
and prepare it for bottling. These de-
cisions are always made in conjunction
with Jacques Boissenot.

Q: What is Mr. Boissenot’s role
both here and at Le Ducq Vineyards?

A: He comes in twice a year, gives
us clear direction during harvest, and
also at the assemblage for the reds.
While he is in the cellar, he reviews
our other wines. The Le Ducq assem-
blage may take an entire day. We taste
all prior vintages, and do finings on the
prior vintage. So this year, we reviewed
and fined the 1997 Le Ducq while
making the 1998 blends from the
newly-fermented vintage, so we can
make reviews as we go. Quality starts
in the vineyard, and Mr. Boissenot
blends the wine with mastery, then the
final trials determine the end wine. It’s
very complicated, but almost simplis-
tic when you watch him do it; it seems
so delicate and happens so easily with
him.

Q: What are the specifics on the Le
Ducqg winemaking?

A: Allthe grapes are from Napa Val-
ley, and the wine is made there. We use
all French oak; one third new, one
third two-year old, one third three year
old oak. It stays generally two years in
oak, shortly after fermentation is com-
plete. Between December and Febru-
ary Mr. Boissenot comes and the
assemblage is made. They remain in
barrel, and if final blending touches
need to be made, we can do that as
well as fining; usually it’s in oak for
about 21 months. The 1994 Le Ducq
composition was 59% cabernet
sauvignon, 25% cabernet franc, 15%
merlot and 1% petit verdot, but it
changes with the vintage. [Author’s

tasting notes: the 1994 Le Ducq is a
fine super-premium blend in the Bor-
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deaux style, with smoothly layered
fruit and supple elegance, rich in fla-
vor but with balance and finesse. It
resembles the Opus One style more so
than the more tannic Napa cabernets].

The 1997 Le Ducq will be bottled
June 10th. The 1994 vintage is sold out,
but the 1995 is the current vintage.
We’re bottle aging anywhere from two
to three years. It is quite a juggle to fig-
urc out how long the product needs
to age. Lots of things need to be con-
sidered, from replanting to lower ton-
nage and production, to bigger vields.
We just try to make the best possible
Le Ducq from each individual harvest.

The 1998 Le Ducq will be 1200
cascs; the 1997 vintage was only 780
cases. We've passed the “valley” [after
re-planting], and want a good solid
10,000 case average production. Ob-
viously the grading process will con-
tinue in the Sylviane 1995 cabernet
(1200 cases) [The Sylviane label was
named after Mr. Leducq’s wife]. We've
made it since 1994 as the sister wine
to Le Ducq. There are two labels;
cabernet and merlot, both from the
same 35-acre Napa vineyard as the Le
Ducq. Whatever the vineyard and cel-
lar provide us with is what we’ll work
with. It's not a market-driven decision;
it’s purely product-driven.

Q: What's your role in overseeing
the Le Ducq production, and is it chal-
lenging to be making wine on both
coasts simultaneously?

A: Yes; this year it was challenging,
because we didn’t have an assistant
winemaker in place [at Prince Michel],
but with luck, our harvest was finishing
here when the northern Napa grapes
were being harvested. I visit the Napa
vineyard and make the decision to pick,
in conjunction with Sam Turner, our
vineyard manager, who is doing an ex-
cellent job. At first, it was intimidating,
but after a while, I found that my men-
tors in Virginia have prepared me to
speak to almost anyone about winemak-
ing. There are some differences, and it
will take me awhile to settle into the
Napa routine, but I have a solid back-
ground, and it’s a good time to be facing
anew challenge.

Q: Aside from skillful blending,
good vineyard management and
bottle-aging, what else do you think
will continue to make the Le Dicq
stand out?

A: We're working with some special
clone and rootstock combinations
which will contribute to our success.

Q: How do you market the Le Ducg
and Prince Michel lines?
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A: Since they are two separate prod-
uct lines and two separate operations,
they will be marketed accordingly with
the focus for the Le Ducq in the Cali-
fornia market, and Prince Michel in the
Virginia market.

Q: Can you give more examples of
how Prince Michel wines are mostly
made in the vineyard?

A: We track each field we pick with
a lot code that we can trace and know
where the fruit came from, what its
chemistry was, and what wine it went
into. We can consult a lot of history,
and see certain patterns. Fruit from
certain areas of the vineyard might be
enhanced under viticultural practices,
moving them to a higher grade of wine.
We can see where we've been and
where we’re going, and it's important
to track production of chardonnay
overall and see that there is some evo-
lution.

Q: How is the grape supply issue
affecting the Prince Michel product
line?

A: The merlot had to go to an
American label. This is not an easy
position to be in [short of grapes];
and we're doing everything we can
to get Virginia back on the label of
each product. The rieslings briefly
went to an American label, but we
have a two-year supply of Virginia
riesling now. The merlot and
cabernet “Cask” labels are both
American, and we hope to get them
back to a Virginia label with more
native fruit. Virginia is aggressively
seeking people to plant vineyards;
the freeze of 1996 set us back. Prince
Michel is growing; but we went from
550 tons in 1995 to 60 in 1996. We're
back to 340 tons as of last harvest.

Q: What are the current trends in
Prince Michel’s production?

A: The 1998 vintage will have 3,300
cases of Barrel Select chardonnay and
5,300 cases of the premium chardon-
nay. We’'ve really increased production
of the Barrel Select, due to the quality
that was available in the 1997 and 1998
vintages. With the merlot/cabernet re-
serve (Virginia labeled, with 24% Le
Ducq vineyard fruit), we made 700
cases, versus 2,000 of the Cask labels
of merlot and cabernet (American la-
beled, with some Virginia fruit).

Q: Describe the difference in wine-
maring technigquies with oak in your
different wines.

A: The Barrel Select chardonnay is
fermented in 100% new French oak,
the blend is made and it is stored back
in ncw barrel oak, left sur-lic for 11-12
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months and bottled. It’s not uncom-
mon to pump out say a 1997 chardon-
nay and fill the barrel with the new
juice. For the premium chardonnay, it
will vary from year to vear based on
production levels and how much new
oak is available. We don’t just bottle
all the premium chardonnay at once,
$0 we can move from stainless to bar-
rel and keep that process going to
achieve consistency with the lots.

Q: What are your major stylistic in-
Sfluences?

A: A large base of our knowledge
comes from Bordeaux, through
Jacques Boissenot. Our winemaking
techniques are now being picked up
in Napa, and I think elsewhere in Vir-
ginia, in the styles we make. This is
perhaps the secret to the suppleness
of the Le Ducq Vineyards wines, and
maybe also the Prince Michel
chardonnays.

Q: Tell me about these two awards;
Winemaker of the Year and Block-
buster Wine of the Year; to what do
you attribute these awards?

A: With Winemaker-of-the-Year, I
had to apply for that, but the Block-
buster award for the Le Ducq was a
complete surprise; I think it was due
to the number of awards it has re-
ceived. As Winemaker-of-the-Year, it
also has to do with number of awards
overall, the number of special events
we do at the winery, education of the
public and students [through Prince
Michel’s wine museum]. My staff can’t
be spoken about enough for their con-
tributions: aside from myself, there’s
Sharon Wise and Steve Franklin. We're
adding an assistant winemaker [May
13th], Brad Hanson, who comes from
Chateau Elan in Georgia, so we're look-
ing forward to that.

Aside from that, the Winemaker-of-
the-Year award might include how en-
ergetic a winemaker is, dealing with
suppliers with respect by giving them
lots of lead time, and good steady
progress rather than crisis manage-
ment. Constant work on the product
line helps; not falling behind.

Q: Now that you have these two
awards, what'’s your next goal?

A: To maintain the quality that
we’'ve achieved so far. The Le Ducq
Vineyards line is still in its infancy. I
guess I always strive for something
better. It’s an honor to be named
Winemaker-of-the-Year; after thirteen
years. I love what I do, so I guess my
goal is to continue to make wine and
enjoy it as much as I have. It's a great
profession, and I'm lucky. &%

wwwywm-online.com



