
Natural Winemaking: 
the Whites

I S S U E 
X X X V X

Fall
Letter
2012

very bottle of Peter Michael Wine bears our sim-
ple six word credo: “Mountain Vineyards, Classi-

cal Winemaking, Limited Production.” In this issue we 
drill down a little deeper to let you know how these six 
words are specifically interpreted for our white wines.

The “Mountain Vineyards” part is pretty self explan-
atory. When establishing our estate vineyards, Sir Peter 
sought to emulate the European practice of growing 
vines on steep slopes. In the early ’80s, the first plantings 
on our Knights Valley property established our winery 
as one of the pioneers in California of mountain viticul-
ture. Similarly, the “Limited Production” part is easy to 
explain as well. We hand farm our vineyards very care-
fully, producing only the finest quality fruit. The produc-
tion is limited to the fruit that the vineyard gives us in 
each vintage. However, “Classical Winemaking” is the 
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On top 2010 Belle Côte, on bottom 2010 
L’Après-Midi, putting glasses side-by-
side makes the difference clear.  The 
Belle Côte shows the natural haze 
typical of unfined and unfiltered wines.  
Traditional, natural techniques are at 
the core of our winemaking philosophy.



most open to interpretation and therefore requires the 
most explanation. 

Since our first vintage in 1987, the Family’s vision has 
been to make wines in California that express their own ter-
roir in the same manner that the great wines of Burgundy 
and Bordeaux express theirs. To this end, we have chosen 
to employ the traditional techniques of these French re-
gions to make our wines. The essence of these techniques 
is to allow the wine to go through a set of natural pro-
cesses with minimal intervention. Ironically, this “laissez-
faire” approach requires a great deal of expertise and at-
tention from the winemaking team. Otherwise, not even 
the greatest fruit will necessarily result in great wines.

The grapes for all of our wines are hand harvested 
into 20 pound fruit lugs. This ensures that the fruit ar-
rives at the winery in pristine condition. The whole clus-

ters are sorted by hand on 
a conveyor belt sorting ta-
ble. We remove any fruit 
that does not meet our ex-
acting standards. The sort-
ing table discharges di-
rectly into a bladder press 
where very slow and gen-
tle squeezing allows selec-
tive extraction of the juice 
from the whole clusters. 
From the press, the juice 
is transferred to tank to 
settle, allowing gravity to 
clarify it a bit, and then 
transferred to French oak 
barrels for fermentation. 

The fermentation of  
all our wines is carried 
out by indigenous yeast as 
opposed to commercially 
available strains that are 
commonplace at most 

wineries. Slower and temperamental, these “native” 
yeasts enhance the expression of our terroir and increase 
both the roundness of the mouth feel and the aromatic 
complexity of our wines.

Our Chardonnays stay in barrel for about 11 months, 
our Sauvignon Blanc for about eight. All of our whites 
are matured ‘sur lies’, on the lees. Weekly stirring or ‘bâ-
tonnage’ puts the lees back in suspension, increasing the 
flesh of the mid-palate and the aromatic complexity of 
the wines. At the end of barrel aging, the wine is allowed 
to settle and the clear wine is gently removed from the 
top in a process known as “racking.”  The Sauvignon Blanc 
based wines, L’Après-Midi and Coeur à Coeur, do not 
go through secondary malolactic fermentation and are 
therefore lightly filtered after racking to ensure stability 
in the bottle. Our Chardonnays are bottled unfined and 

unfiltered, clarified only by racking before bottling. This 
results in subtle vintage to vintage variations in the clarity 
of our wines. We view this variation as one hallmark of a 
truly handcrafted product. The slight “haze” of suspended 
lees actually increases the aging potential of the wines by 
reducing their susceptibility to oxidation. We feel that less 
manipulation is an asset and we are proud to deliver our 
wines to you in as natural a state as possible. Enjoy! 

Winemaker Nick Morlet col-
lects a sample of Chardonnay 
juice directly from the press.  
Gentle handling of both fruit 
and juice ensures the delicate 
mouth feel of our wines.

Like Us on Facebook
You may now follow  Peter Michael Winery on 

Facebook.  We plan to use social media to provide 
brief informal updates on the growing season, re-
leases, the wines, winery events, and other topics of 
interest.  We sincerely hope that you will “Like” us.

facebook.com/petermichaelwine

Chardonnay fermenting in barrel. Our entire production is 
fermented with indigenous yeast. Slower and temperamental, 
they enhance the expression of our terroirs and increase both 
the roundness of the mouth feel and the aromatic complexity 
of our wines.
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Flying the Flag for 
California Wine

n May of 1976, in a small room in a Paris hotel, a 
strange thing happened. In a blind tasting, organized 

by English born Parisian wine merchant Steven Spurrier, 
and judged by some of France’s foremost wine experts, 
Californian wines were chosen over France’s very best. 
The “Judgment of Paris,” as the tasting came to be known, 
had a profound impact on Sir Peter’s thinking.

The purchase of a square mile of mountainside in 
Knights Valley in 1982 marked the start of Sir Peter’s 
quest to build a world-class wine estate in California. 
Ever since, Peter Michael Winery has continued to strive 
towards fulfilling that vision. Less known is the family’s 
efforts to promote California wine in Europe. In 1998, 
the Michael family opened “The Vineyard,” a five-star ho-
tel and restaurant, described by wine critic Jancis Robin-
son as a “temple to Californian wine” in Europe.

To mark this year’s 30th anniversary of his family’s 
arrival in California, Sir Peter commissioned mural artist 
Gary Myatt to capture that fateful day in Paris that so in-
spired him. Permanently displayed in The Vineyard’s tast-
ing room, “After the Upset” depicts the moment of in-
comprehension when the French judges discovered that 
they had ranked California wines ahead of the French. The 
painting was unveiled by Steven Spurrier, today a legend-
ary wine critic and Consultant Editor to Decanter maga-
zine: “It is really quite incredible that the legend lives on 
to such an extent and here I am in the heart of Berkshire, 
being transported back to that moment in ’70s Paris.”

The larger than life painting is set as a backdrop to 
The Vineyard’s brand new wine vault with its glass etched 
floor. Visitors arriving at The Vineyard are immediate-
ly drawn towards the painting. As they stroll towards it 
through the vault, they are flanked by California wines on 
one side and French on the other and peer down through 
the floor to the many valuable vintages contained below 

ground. The Vineyard’s highly rated restaurant, with over 
3000 individual wines and 30,000 bottles, showcases one 
of the largest wine lists in the UK and the largest selection 
of top Californian wine outside of the US.

To this day, The Judgment of Paris remains a deli-
cate subject for some and a cause for celebration for oth-
ers. Yohann Jousselin, MS, The Vineyard’s French Head 
Sommelier and UK Sommelier of the Year 2011, pro-
vides guests with the chance to make up their own mind, 
via 100 different wines by the glass in a Short Wine List 
and a Judgment of Paris wine and food pairing. The Mi-
chael Family continues as ambassadors of the finest wines  
California has to offer within this most welcoming, yet 
serious UK food and wine destination.

Sir Peter and Lady Michael 
Foundation Update

he Michael family and their two charities have 
been responsible for improving cancer treatments 
and patients’ lives.The Pelican Cancer Foundation 

in the UK and the Peter Michael Foundation in the US 
have been making significant inroads into the identification, 
treatment and management of prostate cancer.
Both charities are underwriting promising research into 
minimally invasive treatments that innovatively combines 
both imaging (diagnostics) and treatment (therapy) under 
the name “theranostics.” Pelican has proven the viability 
of high-intensity focused ultrasound (HIFU) and Peter Mi-
chael Foundation is in human testing of PhotoAcoustic 
Imaging, a breakthrough treatment at Stanford Cancer 
Center. Equally promising work is being done at Memo-
rial Sloan-Kettering in New York, University of California 
San Francisco, and Duke Cancer Center in Durham, North 
Carolina.
Additionally, both charities have advanced the understand-
ing and acceptance of Active Surveillance for men with low 
to medium risk prostate cancer. Active Surveillance is a 
proven protocol for managing the disease for many men.
Please contact the Foundation to learn more.

415-339-0400
www.petermichaelfoundation.org
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Sir Peter and Lady Michael stand before  
Gary Myatt’s trompe l’oeil mural “After the 
Upset” and the brand new wine vault at the 
family owned Vineyard hotel & restaurant,  
in Berkshire, UK. The painting whimsically 
recreates the fireworks at the conclusion of  
the 1976 “Judgement of Paris” tasting. For a video with more 
details please visit www.the-vineyard.co.uk/about.asp or 
simply scan the QR code.



2010 Mon Plaisir
Estate Vineyard  
Chardonnay

True to its name, the 
wine is indeed a plea-
sure: intense and per-
fumed. Mon Plaisir displays an exquisite bouquet of 
lemon cream, vine blossom, and candied grapefruit, 
with subtle honey notes. The palate is rich, full-bodied 
and creamy with beautiful nuances of stone fruits, 
pear, dry apricot and brioche. A mineral character 
with hints of pain grillé and hazelnut complete the 
mouth feel of this wine and its long finish. 

2010 Ma Belle-Fille
Estate Vineyard  
Chardonnay
The 2010 Ma Belle-
Fille is exceptionally 
intense, boasting aro-
mas of nectarine, ripe peach, tangerine blossom, dried 
apricot, and golden apple accented with wet stone-like 
minerality, brioche and peony flower notes. Generous 
on the palate, rich and concentrated, the wine displays 
deep flavors of William pear, honey, dried almond, 
meringue, dry chamomile, orange rind and notes of 
baked Reinette apple. In the mouth, the wine is tactile, 
gourmand and extremely pure. Layered and seductive, 
the finish is very long.

2010 Point Rouge  
Estate Vineyard  
Chardonnay

Elegant, complex and 
rich, the 2010 Point 
Rouge is an excep-
tional wine. The nose is filled with aromas of ripe ap-
ple, citrus oils, orange rind, William pear, dried apri-
cot and candied pineapple. Seamless and rich in the 
mouth, notes of coconut, crème brûlée, honeysuck-
le, chestnut skin, vanilla and white truffle are framed 
with a wet stone-like minerality. The wine offers a rare 
harmony as well as extraordinary tactile persistence. 
Already refined, the wine will gain even more com-
plexity in 4-5 years and should continue to age grace-
fully for three decades.

2012 Fall Release
The  Winemaker’s Tasting Notes2010 Le Moulin Rouge  

Pinot Noir

Leading with intense 
aromas of blackberry, 
the 2010 Le Moulin 
Rouge follows with 
hints of Earl Grey tea. Opening further, the bouquet 
reveals additional aromas of strawberry, Griotte cher-
ry with clove and cinnamon in the background. In-
tense in the mouth, the wine blends richness and deli-
cacy as the flavors stretch to a long fruit-filled finish. 
This beautiful wine drinks well young yet will age for 
a decade.

2010 Le Caprice  
Estate Vineyard  
Pinot Noir
Deep red ruby color 
and a bright crimson 
tinge is the clear iden-
tifier for Le Caprice. The vineyard shows its signature 
characteristics of red forest fruit coupled with aromas 
of red cherry liqueur, currant, raspberry, strawberry, 
fresh leather and graphite. The 2010 vintage is re-
fined and expressive with intense concentration in the 
mouth. The finish lingers both aromatically and subtly 
on the palate. This is a wine that will age gracefully 
for a decade.

2010 Ma Danseuse
Estate Vineyard  
Pinot Noir
Ma Danseuse charms 
with its red ruby color 
and bright maroon 
tinge. Its bouquet is vibrant and delicate with aromas 
of roses, raspberry, Griotte cherry, forest floor, red 
currant, and a subtle note of violet. Elegant, fragrant 
and refined, the 2010 Ma Danseuse has in the palate 
a wonderful concentration of red fruits and spring 
blossom with subtle notes of spices embracing a silky 
texture and lingering aromatic finish. It will age grace-
fully for a decade. 

“Mountain
vineyards,
classical

winemaking,
limited

production”

12400 Ida Clayton Rd.
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Calistoga, CA 94515
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2010 Clos du Ciel 
Estate Vineyard  
Pinot Noir
2010 Clos du Ciel pres-
ents the eye with a deep 
red ruby color. On the 
nose, it has an intense aroma of black cherry, cassis, 
strawberry liqueur, black raspberry with truffle, clove, 
graphite and leather notes. Rich, round and balanced, 
the wine is full-bodied with accents of fruit and spice. 
The texture is sensual with an impressive length. It 
will require a couple years of cellaring to develop its 
bouquet and remarkable potential. The wine will age 
gracefully for two decades. 

2011 L’Après-Midi
Estate Vineyard  
Sauvignon Blanc
A superb expression of its 
terroir, this wine is intense 
and multi-layered, with a 
bouquet of honeysuckle, 
hawthorn, gooseberry, lime, white flesh peach, Wil-
liam pear and dried apricot, completed by touches 
of acacia and candied anise, greengage, quince and 
wet stone. The mouth feel is seamless, and the strong 
mineral background, a stamp of the estate, refines the 
overall richness. The finish is layered, very long and el-
egant. Built to age, the wine is already revealing itself. 

2009 L’Esprit des Pavots
Estate Vineyard  
Red Bordeaux Blend

Spectacularly rich and in-
tense, this wine character-
izes the classic Les Pavots 
terroir with its blueberry, 
vanilla bean, coffee, cacao bean, cedar, black currant, 
blackberry and subtle notes of grey pepper. Younger 
vines contribute brighter fruit such as strawberry, 
black cherry and plum liqueur in addition to a touch 
of red pepper, which add to the wine’s complex bou-
quet. The palate is rich, concentrated and full-bodied 
exhibiting abundant, youthful, yet supple tannins and a 
refined lingering finish. Fruit forward and enjoyable at 
release, this wine should age well for at least a decade.


