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A NEW WAY “Sometimes
tradition can become nothing
more than a habit,” Yves Grassa
said.
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Where Being a Rebel Is the Key to Popularity
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Published: November 22, 2006

THE Review of French Wines, an august monthly journal,
reported some shocking news recently. The top-selling white
wine in Bordeaux, it said, was not from Bordeaux. Neither was
it from some behemoth like the producers in Languedoc-
Roussillon who pump out lakes of quaffers.

The darling of Bordeaux is, in fact,
a lowly vin-de-pays chardonnay from Gascony.

The producer, Château du Tariquet in the Côtes de
Gascogne region, known for using ugni blanc and
colombard grapes once thought fit only for distilling
into Armagnac, is the largest family-owned vineyard
in the country.

Château du Tariquet, where the Grassa family has
been making wine since 1912, produced and sold
nearly 8 million bottles of wine last year from its
almost 2,500 acres of vines. Its sales have tripled
since 1997, a period during which sales of French wine
overall have fallen by 10 percent. It exported four
million bottles of wine in 2004. More than a quarter of
that came to North America, where Tariquet is sold
under its own label as well as Domaine La Hitaire,
Domaine de Pouy, and Domaine Lalande, for $8 to
$16 a bottle.

To get to this point, Yves Grassa, the family’s 55-year-old patriarch, has broken
almost every rule in the French winemaker’s handbook, creating one of the most
technologically advanced winemaking operations in the world and applying
methods more familiar at the University of California, Davis, than in Bordeaux.

Mr. Grassa is a small barrel of a man in Levis, with an ample waist adorned by a
belt buckle of Navajo silver and turquoise. As we sat in the fig-shaded back
garden of his immaculately restored 17th century château, he explained that he
had not set out to take on the world market and poke a finger in the eye of
French tradition.

In the late 1970s, sales of Armagnac, then Tariquet’s main product, went slack
with the world economy. In a radical departure for that era, Mr. Grassa thought,
why not make the grapes into a better wine and open up a new market? But he
faced a major obstacle.

“Gascon white wines had no reputation,” he said. They were sold in bulk, mostly
from a spout behind the bar at cafes.

The ugni blanc and colombard grapes that constituted much of his vineyards
yielded high-acid, low-alcohol wine perfect for distilling but not much else.
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yielded high-acid, low-alcohol wine perfect for distilling but not much else.

With little money but all the enthusiasm of youth, Mr. Grassa looked west. He
went to vineyards in California, Australia and South Africa in the early ’80s to
study winemaking.

“I didn’t start with any prejudices,” he said. “France is not my only culture, and I
think sometimes tradition can become nothing more than a habit.”

Sitting on a tongue of sandy subsoil perfect for white varietals, with hot days,
cool nights and frequent morning fog, his vines yield ripe grapes whose thick skins
are packed with freshness and fruit balanced by the acidity of their juice.

In traditional Gascon winemaking, Mr. Grassa said, “that freshness, that lightness
and elegance was lost” because grapes and juice were exposed to air and
oxidized and fermentation was allowed to create too much heat.

At Tariquet, grapes travel from field to tank in refrigerated wagons and under a
layer of inert gas. In the tank, the juice and skins are kept at cool temperatures
for hours and then fermented slowly.

The results are delightful, said Ariane Daguin, an owner of the specialty food
company D’Artagnan and daughter of the renowned Gascon chef André Daguin.

“He’s a genius, that guy, and he did things in Gascony that revolutionized the
wine industry there,” Ms. Daguin said. When he first produced his ugni
blanc/colombard blend, she said, “I saw overnight, French people falling in love
with this wine.”

Robert Kacher, Mr. Grassa’s principal American importer, is, naturally, also quite
impressed. In the entire appellation of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, Mr. Kacher said,
“they’re making probably 75,000 cases of white wine at $30 a bottle. The Grassa
family produces 10 times as much at a third the price, an exceptional white wine
for our palate.”

None of this should be a surprise from a company whose motto is, “Let’s teach
our children to disobey their parents.”

“I shouldn’t tell you this,” said Tariquet’s jovial marketing director, Benoît Vettorel,
“but Yves doesn’t actually like wine that much. He prefers fruit juices, which is
why you’ll find a touch of sweetness in all of our wines. The whites are all made
to emphasize the fruit.”

Anathema!

“Terroir doesn’t interest us all that much,” he continued, “Or at least less.”

Heresy!

“What the winemaker does,” he finished, “that’s the most important.”

Outrageous!

If these are unorthodox ideas for a French winemaker today, 20 years ago they
were revolutionary — and threatening. The French wine press reviled Mr. Grassa
as “the best Australian winemaker in France.”

Some of the rancor may have come from envy. Each year from 1982 to 1986,
Tariquet won first place in blind tastings at the Montpelier Competition for
nonappellation wines. At the prestigious International Wine and Spirits Challenge
in London, the wine was named the best white of 1987 and Mr. Grassa was
crowned “Winemaker of the Year.”

“From 1987 to 1997,” Mr. Vettorel said, “we never had enough wine.”

So Mr. Grassa acquired thousands of acres of nearby vineyards, mostly for
replanting chardonnay, sauvignon blanc, sémillon and chenin blanc.

Today, he has ceded the day-to-day running of his vineyards to his two sons,
Armin and Rémy.
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Mr. Grassa has taken on another challenge, 25,000 acres of land in Romania
where, he said, there is potential “for some very good vineyards.”
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