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Top of the Ma Belle-Fille
Vineyard, looking back at Belle
Côte.The wind machines in the
distance are used in the spring
to protect vulnerable areas of the
vineyard from frost damage.

The Vicissitudes
of Mountain
Viticulture

S

ix words on the back of every bottle we
produce express the Michael family’s philosophy in capsule form: Mountain Vineyards,
Classical Winemaking, Limited Production. In this
issue, we look at the interplay between the first
pair of words and the last, discussing the impact of
mountain vineyards on production.
—Continued on page 2

steep hillside vineyards requires
significantly more investment,
The Vicissitudes of Mountain
several times what is required
Viticulture
on the valley floor. Because of
—Continued from page 1
the low yields, this translates
into spending a lot more money
to make less wine. In addition to
the tradeoff between quantity and
The mountain breezes are usually our friend.
However, special screens are deployed to protect
quality, there are a number of
the vines when the winds turn ferocious.
other challenges that Sir Peter
has collectively referred to as
“the vicissitudes of mountain viticulture.” A set of unpredictable
struggles with the natural elements must be accepted as part of
farming in such a rugged location.
Perched on a mountain
ridge, our vines enjoy plentiful breezes. These help keep the
vineyards cool and their drying
effects provide a natural means
of suppressing mold which could
damage the fruit. However, these
breezes sometimes turn into ferocious winds, which can easFrom the start, Sir Peter’s vision was to emulate the ily damage the vines by stripping foliage or dehydrating
European practice of planting vineyards on steep slopes. fruit. Our La Carrière Vineyard’s location leaves it particFor top quality wine, the benefits of hillsides are many. ularly exposed to this threat and more than once has been
The soils tend to be very well drained. The roots have to severely damaged. Efforts to mitigate this danger with
dig deep to find the water and nutrients that they need, wind screens have only been partially successful.
infusing the wine with a distinct minerality that expresses
Typically, the climate in our vineyard is dry during
the land. The temperatures are more moderate; including the summer and well into the fall. The lack of rain procooler overnight temperatures, which is important for vides consistent conditions ideal for ripening the fruit.
the acid structure of the wines. The rigorous conditions However, it turns the surrounding forest into a tinder
bias the vines toward producing fewer grapes. But, the box, creating an ideal environment for wild fires, espegrapes they do produce are more intensely flavored, re- cially when the wind picks up. As a proactive measure,
sulting in wines with more depth and character..
we consult annually with a professional forester on the
In exchange for these advantages, the hillsides ex- creation and maintenance of fire breaks on the wild poract a price. The challenges of establishing and farming tions of our property.

August 8, 2013, viewed from the top of La Carrière
Vineyard, a CDF helicopter battles a wild ﬁre on
the property next door.We consult annually with a
professional forester on creation and maintenance of
ﬁre breaks to protect our property.

These two black bears
were photographed on our
estate. Every year, as harvest
approaches, the bears break
into the vineyard to feed on
the grapes.

Our vineyards are islands in otherwise wild forest
land which offers ideal habitat for a wide variety of wildlife. Sharing the mountain with them poses its own challenges. Deer, while wonderful to look at, can do substantial damage in the vineyards, eating tender young shoots.
Strong, well maintained fences are our best defense. We
also get some help from the local mountain lion population. Black bears are also native to our mountain and the
fences do not keep them out. However, we have found
that French perfume makes good bear repellent and liberally douse areas where the bears enter in an effort to
dissuade them. Even so, every year we lose some grapes
to foraging bears. Winemaker, Nicolas Morlet jokes that
the Sémillon is not ready to harvest until the bears have
sampled the grapes.
Clearly, in mountainside wine growing, Mother Nature is both friend and foe. She limits the yield and imposes hardships in exchange for the promise of superior quality. In the face of this, Sir Peter’s family vision is clear and
we gladly accept these challenges in pursuit of our simple
six word credo: Mountain Vineyards, Classical Winemaking, Limited Production.
Peter Michael Foundation Dinners

Like all vineyards, ours are susceptible to frost damage in the spring, when freezing temperatures can damage tender young shoots. Fortunately, on the steeply
sloped portions of the property, the heavier cold air runs
off like water, making these sections somewhat self-protecting. In areas where cold air can pool, the danger of
frost looms large. We combat this threat by using wind
machines, essentially giant fans, to move the cold air and
mix it with slightly warmer air from above. However, at
our high altitude, often there is no warmer air available
and using the machines would actually make the problem
worse. In these cases, we are left entirely in the hands of
Mother Nature. Sections of Belle Côte, Ma Belle-Fille,
Mon Plaisir and Les Pavots are particularly vulnerable.
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A Silver Anniversary
for L’Après-Midi

W

e make Sauvignon Blanc for one simple
reason, the Michael family adores it. The
2015 vintage of L’Après-Midi marks the 25th release of this bottling. The inaugural vintage, in 1991,
was the result of a dialogue between Sir Peter and
our first winemaker, Helen Turley. Helen originally
expressed skepticism about the potential of the varietal, noting that it was not really taken seriously in
California, and top quality fruit would be difficult
to find. Sir Peter responded by supplying her with
a case of top Sauvignon Blanc wines from France’s
Loire Valley as food for thought.
Intrigued and inspired, Helen eventually found
fruit for the early vintages in a vineyard high on
Howell Mountain in Napa County. At the same time,
we planted some Sauvignon Blanc vines alongside
our red varietals in the Les Pavots vineyard. In 1998,
we brought the wine home with the first all estate
bottling sourced completely from our Knights Valley property. The final style tweak came in the 2001
vintage when, then winemaker, Luc Morlet added
a touch of Sémillon to the blend, giving the wine
additional breadth, fatness and ageability. As for
the name, it translates to “The Afternoon,” which,
according to Sir Peter, is a good time to enjoy this
wine. Kind of makes us thirsty…

2016 Fall Release
2013 Au Paradis
EstateVineyard
Cabernet Sauvignon
With a deep red ruby color, Au Paradis 2013 offers
elegant notes of blackcurrant, black cherry, chocolate, licorice, clove, cinnamon and an exotic touch of
orange. In the mouth, the texture is velvety and loaded with black currant, cassis liqueur, game, blackberry, black olives, coconut, and plum, with an iron-like
minerality and gunpowder notes. The finish is round,
refined, complex and meaty with incredible length.
This wine will continue to develop and age gracefully
for three decades or more.
2013 L’Esprit des Pavots
EstateVineyard
Cabernet Blend
Spectacularly rich and intense, the 2013 L’Esprit
des Pavots displays all the
features which characterize the Les Pavots terroir: blueberry, vanilla bean,
licorice, chocolate, cedar and coffee. The fruit of
younger vines brings additional aromas of black
cherry, black currant, plum, leather, tobacco and gray
and white pepper to the complex bouquet. The palate is full-bodied, rich and concentrated, exhibiting
abundant, supple tannins and a lingering finish. Fruit
forward and enjoyable at release, this wine should age
for a decade or more.
2015 L’Après-Midi
EstateVineyard
Sauvignon Blanc
The 2015 L’Après-Midi is
a superb expression of our
estate terroir. Intense and
multi-layered, the bouquet
is dominated by passion fruit, mangosteen, guava, yellow nettle blossom, honeysuckle, lemon, lime, white
peach and white currant with touches of dry honey
and candied anise. Rich and zesty, the flavors are remi-

niscent of the aromas with additional fresh almond and
nougat notes. The strong mineral background, a stamp
of our Knights Valley Estate, balances the richness, giving superb refinement. The finish is layered, long and
elegant. The wine will benefit from two years of cellaring and will age gracefully for a decade or more.

2014 Ma Danseuse
EstateVineyard
Pinot Noir
This wine charms the
eye with a red ruby
color and bright crimson highlights. The nose is marked with notes of rose,
raspberry, Griotte cherry, strawberry and forest floor.
Delicate, fragrant, complete and refined, on the palate
the 2014 Ma Danseuse has a wonderful concentration
of red fruit and rose blossom, with subtle savory notes
of sandalwood, leather, clove, hazelnut, mineral and
cigar box, which embraces a silky texture and lingering aromatic finish. It will continue to express its potential for two decades.
2014 Clos du Ciel
EstateVineyard
Pinot Noir
The 2014 Clos du Ciel
is exceptional, offering
elegance, complexity
and richness coupled with long-term ageability. It presents a red ruby hue tinged with subtle purple accents.
The nose is filled with aromas of raspberry liqueur,
black cherry, strawberry, sandalwood, and leather accents. Balanced and rich in the mouth, notes of delicate
red forest fruit, clove, hazelnut and violet are accented
by earth and game components. The texture is sensual,
silky and stylish with an impressive length. This wine
will require a couple years of cellaring to develop its
bouquet and remarkable potential.
2014 Mon Plaisir
EstateVineyard
Chardonnay
The wine is intense and
perfumed, exhibiting
an exquisite bouquet of

lemon cream, fresh butter, grapefruit and a flint-like
minerality, with subtle notes of spring flowers. The
palate is rich, full-bodied and creamy with beautiful
hints of fresh lemon, pear, greengage, Mirabelle plum,
mangosteen and brioche. A mineral character with
hints of pain grillé and almond complete the mouthfeel of this wine and its long finish. True to its name,
the 2014 Mon Plaisir is indeed a pleasure. Enjoyable
now, it will age for a decade or more.

2014 Ma Belle-Fille
EstateVineyard
Chardonnay
Spectacular and intense, the 2014 Ma
Belle-Fille boasts aromas of ripe peach,
white rose, tangerine blossom, pastry elements such
as Napoleon cake, golden apple and nectarine, accented with oyster shell minerality, brioche. Elegant
in the mouth, rich and concentrated, the wine displays
flavors of William pear, honey, greengage, dried almond, mangosteen, dry chamomile, orange rind and
notes of baked Reinette apple. In the mouth, the wine
is tactile and gourmand with extreme purity. Layered
and seductive, the finish is very long. The wine will age
gracefully for more than a decade.
2014 Point Rouge
EstateVineyard
Chardonnay
Elegant, complex and
rich, the 2014 Point
Rouge is an exceptional
wine. The nose is filled with aromas of vine blossom,
ripe apple, citrus oils, orange rind, William pear,
almond and acacia honey. Seamless and rich in the
mouth, notes of mangosteen, greengage, crème
brûlée, honeysuckle, vanilla, spice cake and white
truffle are framed with an oyster shell minerality. The
wine offers a rare harmony as well as extraordinary
tactile persistence. Already refined, the wine will gain
even more complexity in 4-5 years and should
continue to age gracefully for two decades.
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