
Napa Valley RegisteR Friday, august 16, 2019 | C1

M
1

ON WINE
Friday, august 16, 2019 | napavalleyregister.com | sECtiON C

 Napa County wine 
coverage: Visit us online at 
NapaValleyRegister.com/wine 
for more coverage of the wine 
industry.

 What we all now call “a 
bottle of wine” may 
soon differ from what it 

has been for decades, and that 
could create confusion for how 
wine buyers will someday pur-
chase wine.

 No changes will occur imme-
diately, but there may be an im-
pact on wine buyers soon. The 
changes being contemplated 
may alter savvy wine consum-

ers’ buying habits 
and confuse the 
unwary.

It all started 
decades ago 
when the U.S. 
government 
decided that “a 
bottle of wine” 
legally should be 
described as hav-

ing 750 milliliters of liquid.
Before that, a standard bottle 

was called a fifth — 20% of a 
gallon. This measure came so 
close in ounces (25.6) to the 
number in 750 ml (25.4 ounces) 
that the government accepted 
the latter size as its standard 
“bottle” size.

At the time, the government 
created regulations intended to 
standardize all alcoholic bev-
erage bottle sizes as a way of 
codifying what could be sold to 
consumers. These “standards 
of fill” regulations for wine 
were:

—187 ml (the so-called split).
—375 ml (a half-bottle).
—750 ml (a bottle).
—1.5 liters (a magnum).
No other sizes were per-

mitted; later, other sizes were 
added, like the 500 ml bottle (in 
1990).

Standardization here seemed 
appropriate to some people 
here, even though many other 
countries had no such require-
ments. However, for the most 
part other countries followed 
the U.S. regulations, especially 
if they wanted to sell their 
products here.

Now a recent proposal by the 
agency that regulates alcoholic 
beverages (Tax and Trade Bu-
reau, TTB) would do away with 
all standardized sizes in favor of 
a no-rules approach in which 
any size is permissible… as long 
as the package clearly states 
how much is inside.

After decades during which 
750 milliliters was the de facto 
standard, the government’s 
new proposal, if approved, 
could create confusion. But 
those who want to see this 
change approved argue that it 
finally would bring the United 
States into conformance with 
the rest of the world.

Why, ask those who favor the 
change, should 762 milliliters 
be illegal? Or 543 ml? Or any 
size?

A 
‘Bottle’ 
Of Wine

ERIC ALTHOFF 

 Seven centuries after the Frapin 
family started tending vineyards 
in the Cognac region of France 
in 1270, their descendants began 
experimenting with distillation. 
The family has grown wine grapes 
since the 13th century, but only 
began distilling it to make cognac 
in the decades following the fall of 
the French monarchy.

“Because Cognac Frapin is 
specialized in the niche market 
of ‘high-quality cognac,’ I have 
to create cognacs that continue 
to keep the Frapin style year after 
year,” said Cognac Frapin cell-
master Patrice Piveteau, whose 
responsibility is to maintain the 
nearly 800-year-old, 21-gener-
ation Frapin brand’s reputation. 
“The pressure lies in my obliga-

tion to keep Frapin at the highest 
level of quality decade after de-
cade.”

For brandy to be called “co-
gnac,” the white wine must be 
grown from grapes in the Appella-
tion d’Orgine Contrôlée (or AOC), 
double-distilled in a copper pot 
still and aged for at least two years 
in Limousin or Tronçais oak bar-
rels. Some distillers import wine 
juice from outside the region, but 
Piveteau says that all of Frapin’s is 
produced internally prior to dis-
tillation and aging.

“Lots of people don’t know 
that cognac comes from a ter-
roir, a vine, grapes. That is why a 
strong presence in the field is es-
sential,” he said. “All our cognacs 
come only from our vineyard in 
the heart of the Grande Cham-
pagne Area. We still age in cen-
turies-old cellars like the former 
generations.”

Piveteau, whose father was a 
winegrower in Cognac, joined 
Frapin in 1991, working his way up 
to master distiller and eventually 
cellar master. He is also the 600-

acre estate’s managing director 
and supervisors the estate’s dry 
and “wet” aging cellars.

Cognac designations are as-
signed based on how long the 
product spends aging. Very spe-
cial (VS) indicates two years in 
the barrel; very superior old pale 
(VSOP) four and extra old (XO) 

six. Cognacs can be aged for much 
longer, and specialists mix from 
various barrels to create unique 
tastes. This requires training and 
a careful palate.

“One of the characteristics of 
the Grande Champagne Area is 
the chalky subsoil that enables a 
hydric feeding of the vines,” Piv-

eteau said. “The summer enables 
a regular supply of water to the 
grapes” to help them grow for later 
pressing.

Growing traditions are import-
ant, but equally so is staying in 
business in an ever more crowded, 
globalized marketplace. Piveteau 
says that Frapin manages this 
balance by applying 21st century 
methodology to maintain the qual-
ity of a centuries-old production 
process, including distilling “over 
the lees,” which is a secondary hor-
izontal press that allows for maxi-
mal extraction of the juice and pulp 
from the grapes.

“We are rejuvenating our range…
with a new decanter for our entry 
level, Frapin 1270, and for our VSOP 
and our XO VIP,” Piveteau said.

As much pride as Piveteau and 
his fellow distillers feel for cognac, 
to remain competitive they must 
reach markets well outside of 
central France. Wine Enthusiast 
reports that 97 percent of all co-
gnac is exported.

The cellarmaster of Cognac Frapin

CHRISTOPHE MARIOT 

Patrice Piveteau, cellarmaster of Cognac Frapin, maintains the traditions 
of the 800-year-old company while maneuvering in the 21st century.

 Editor’s note: This is the first in 
an occasional series on French-
born winemakers in Napa Valley.

TONY POER 

When Thomas Comme moved 
to Napa Valley from his home-
town of Pauillac, France, in early 
2016, he had never been behind 
the wheel of an ATV.

To the young winemaker from 
that famous — and quite flat — 
Bordeaux wine town, the con-
cept of driving nearly sideways 
through a mountain vineyard 
would have seemed as foreign as 
drinking Zinfandel or watching 
a baseball game.

Today, Comme is the estate 
manager at Pym-Rae, a 20-acre 
property in Napa Valley’s far-
thest corner of Mount Veeder. 
After a couple years’ practice, he 
can handle a 45-degree slope in 
his Honda ATV with confidence. 
It’s a useful skill for a guy whose 
life is a full 180 degrees removed 
from anything he’s done before 
in the wine business.

Comme, 29, arrived in Napa 
three and a half years ago to man-
age Pym-Rae, the large home and 
viticultural estate near the top of 
the Mount Veeder AVA that was 
owned by the late comedian/ac-
tor Robin Williams.

Comme’s employer is Alfred 

Tesseron, a successful Cognac 
merchant and proprietor of the 
highly regarded Château Pon-
tet-Canet in Pauillac. He pur-
chased Pym-Rae from Williams’ 
family in late 2015.

Back in Bordeaux’s Médoc re-
gion, where Pauillac is located, 
Pontet-Canet sits across the 
road from one of the world’s 
most famous wineries, Mou-
ton-Rothschild. The equally re-
nowned Château Latour is just a 
few kilometers away down D2, 
the “Route des Châteaux.”

Tesseron’s Napa property is 
a bit more remote. At the end 
of Wall Road on Mount Veeder, 
Pym-Rae skirts the edge of 
Sugarloaf Ridge State Park and 
straddles the Napa-Sonoma 
County line, but the place is 
miles from the closest win-
ery. The far-flung estate that 
Comme, his wife, Samantha, and 
their young daughter call home is 
Napa Valley’s equivalent of being 

on the moon. It is a world away 
from Pauillac.

Comme’s father, Jean-Michel, 
has been Pontet-Canet’s wine-
maker since 1989. Both in France 
and internationally, he is known 
as a forceful practitioner of dry 
farming and biodynamic viticul-
ture. While Jean-Michel Comme 
has had a clear influence on his 
son’s approach to grapegrowing 
and winemaking, it came close 
to never happening in California.

In the summer of 2015, 
Jean-Michel and Thomas Comme 
were at the end of their California 
rope. With Tesseron’s backing, 
the father and son were looking 
for a Napa Valley property to pur-
chase and develop according to 
their own biodynamic standards, 
but after five years had come up 
empty.

“We visited a lot of properties 
in the valley,” the younger Comme 
said on a sunny July morning, 
standing on an east-facing bal-

cony of the main house at Pym-
Rae, a spectacular Mediterranean 
home that could easily fall into 
the château category. The busi-
ness school graduate speaks ac-
cented, but perfect, English. “We 
were looking for something spe-
cific. We had something very spe-
cific in mind. We wanted actual 
soils and an already established 
vineyard that could handle the 
dry farming.”

In contrast to the topography 
of Pauillac, Comme and his fa-
ther had mountain vineyards in 
mind when researching the AVAs 
of Napa Valley.

“Being from France, it took us 
a long time and a lot of studies to 
realize where we wanted to go,” 
he said. The property search in-
cluded looking at “pretty much 
every Napa AVA that has moun-
tain vineyards, and after more re-
search we realized that it was only 
Mount Veeder that can match 
what we wanted.”

What they wanted was no small 
ask of Mother Nature: to locate 
a Cabernet-friendly vineyard 
in the Mount Veeder AVA with 
deeper soil than the ubiquitous 
red, volcanic type spread across 
many of Napa Valley’s elevated 
sites. By the Commes’ reckon-
ing, such “hot” soil would prevent 
them from producing a Cabernet 
Sauvignon of depth and finesse.

Frustrated but sticking by 
their own strict conditions, they 
caught a lucky break when their 
Napa property agent emailed 
them in France to tell them about 
Pym-Rae coming up for sale.

“We looked online, and it was 

Pym-Rae: It’s a world 
away from Pauillac

PHOTO COURTESY OF THOMAS COMME 

the Pym-rae vineyards on Mount Veeder.

A team from 
Bordeaux went in 
search of vineyards 
in Napa and found 
Mount Veeder 

PHOTO COURTESY OF THOMAS COMME 

thomas Comme walks through the Pym-rae  vineyards. 
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Patrice Piveteau 
maintains the 
traditions of the 
800-year-old company.
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just a massive property with 
a massive house,” Comme 
said, motioning out over 
the infi nity pool. “It was not 
what we wanted, really. But 
we learned the story, and 
it was Robin Williams’ es-
tate. And so we’re like, ‘OK. 
We’re going to go check it 
out, because it sounds like 
a beautiful place.’”

For all the beauty of the 
Pym-Rae site itself, both 
natural and architectural, 
the real draw for the Com-
mes was the fl avor of the 
Cabernet and Merlot al-
ready growing in the vine-
yard. Block-by-block over 
20 steep acres, Thomas and 
his father did a methodical 
survey of the property in 
late August of 2015. From 
there, it was an easy deci-
sion.

“We walked every single 
row, and [the fruit] from 
this place was something 
we’d never tasted,” he re-
called, “even though the 
farming was di� erent, and 
everything was done dif-
ferently than how we do it 
now. The profi le of the fruit 
was just something di� er-
ent from anywhere else in 
the valley.”

He credited Pym-Rae’s 
soil, which he described as 
“this little pocket of Mount 
Veeder, where we have sed-
imentary soils. So we have a 
di� erent bedrock from the 
rest of the valley.”

They got on the phone 
immediately to Alfred Tes-
seron, who, according to 
Comme, “came over and fell 
in love with the place. And 
so that was the beginning of 
our journey” in 2015.

Conveniently, the 2015 
harvest was the last at Pym-
Rae in which grapes were 
sold to other Napa wineries, 
as had been the case since 
the vineyard was planted in 
1990. A friend of Comme’s, 
Frog’s Leap Winery Vice 
President Jonah Beer, was 
one of those last clients. For 
their own boutique project, 
Pilcrow Wine, Beer and his 
wife, Sara, made their fi rst 
two vintages of Cabernet 
Sauvignon from a few vine 
rows near the top of Pym-
Rae, purchased from the 
previous owners.

The couple are also 
friends with the elder 
Comme and have visited 
him at Pontet-Canet on 
numerous occasions.

“Jean-Michel has de-
scribed to me a tension and 
a severity in fi ne wines that 
come when they have to be 
a little bit closer to the edge 
of ‘could have been tragic/
could be glorious,’” Jonah 
Beer said recently. “And 
in the mountains for them 
here was a chance to kind of 
get to a little more severity. 
Not quite the plush and lush 
opulence of the valley fl oor.”

To the Frog’s Leap vet-
eran, the pull of di�  cult 
mountain viticulture for 
the Commes made sense 
because it paralleled “the 
severity of how you have to 
farm in Bordeaux with the 
challenges of rain and hail 
and weather and Mother 
Nature quite not working 
with you as easily as here.”

Under his father’s di-
rection, and from his own 
training and experience 
in Pauillac, Comme set 
about changing vineyard 
practices in early 2016. 
Biodynamic farming, such 
as that carried out at Pon-
tet-Canet, was the main 
goal, with an eye towards 
making the best possible 
wine at Pym-Rae.

“We took over in January 
‘16, and the fi rst thing we did 
was to convert everything to 
organic and biodynamic,” 
he said. “For 25 years, the 
vineyard was farmed con-
ventionally, with every-
thing you can imagine, the 
cover crops and irrigation 
and stu� . So that’s what we 
did. It doesn’t sound like a 
lot when you say it like that, 
but it requires a lot of work. 
It takes a long time for us to 
rebalance the vineyard and 
to bring it back to what we 
want to do with the vine-
yard.”

The changes followed 
what his father was doing in 
Pauillac. But, having arrived 
in Napa Valley not knowing 
anyone, he had to fi gure 
out the transformation on 
his own.

Comme hired a vineyard 
management company 
from Sonoma that special-
ized in organic farming. He 
eventually brought on a de-

pendable crew of fi ve vine-
yard workers. They remain 
with him to this day and 
have fallen in line with his 
philosophy.

“What I’m trying to do 
here, I’m trying at every 
level. I want people to be 
able to answer the question 
of ‘why?’ Why everything. 
So it starts with the vine-
yard. Obviously, I want the 
guys in the vineyard to know 
why they’re doing what 
they’re doing.”

“I hired them to teach 
and train them to be able to 
take some distance and un-
derstand why they’re doing 
it. So, for instance, when 
they’re pruning, everything 
has a meaning, and it’s really 
important for me that they 
understand that.”

For the vines themselves, 
Comme started with a dras-
tic change: he removed all of 
the irrigation lines and ini-
tiated 100% dry-farming 
to, as he put it, “push the 
roots deep down to where 
the freshness is and where 
the water is.”

“Everything we need 
is deep down,” he said. 
“There is a freshness, there 
is the water, there is nutri-
ents, and that’s part of the 
thing: when you irrigate the 
vines, they’ll make zero ef-
fort. And the roots will just 
stay at the surface, and they 
will just stay superfi cial. 
They’ll just wait for you to 
give them everything they 
need.”

Leaving the balcony, 
Comme grabbed his keys 
and led the way through the 
house to his ATV parked in 
the shaded driveway. Along 
the way, he noted that 
Robin Williams combined 
the middle names of two 
of his children to name the 
estate. It might have ended 
up as “Tesseron Estate,” but 
his employer has adhered 
to a Bordeaux tradition of 
keeping intact the original 
name of a vineyard prop-
erty. Hence, Pym-Rae.

His two rescue dogs, Iris 
and Pym — the name is a 
fantastic coincidence —fol-
lowed behind at fi rst. Pym 
soon jumped onto the Hon-
da’s fl atbed for a ride around 
the vineyard.

Comme gave a bumpy 
tour of some paths and 
rows in the lower of the 
vineyard’s two large sec-
tions, passing a spring 
fed pond and a number of 
cows. In the first year of 
Tesseron’s ownership, he 
brought in 30 head of Black 
Angus. The animals graze 
up and down the proper-
ty’s steep hillsides and help 
control erosion through 
the deep, water-trapping 
holes they leave with their 
heavy hooves. In Pauillac, 
his father is admired for 
the large draft horses he 
has introduced at Pon-
tet-Canet to replace trac-
tors. The low-impact use 
of farm animals is another 
parallel.

“I’m very happy to have 
my son living and working 
[at Pym-Rae] and myself 
being involved in that won-
derful project,” Jean-Michel 
Comme wrote in an email. “I 
discovered Napa more than 
30 years ago as a young in-
tern, and its spirit remained 
in me. So, I share my expe-
rience with Thomas, and 
he provides his passion, 
youthfulness and improving 
experience for the benefi t 
of the fi nal result. We have 
to learn from the place, be 
dedicated and humble.”

Of the inaugural 2016 
Pym-Rae Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon to be released in the 
U.S. and abroad this fall, 
the elder Comme wrote, 
“We have a pretty clear 
idea on the wine we seek 
from Pym-Rea. A wine 
dense, ripe and fresh, com-
bining freshness, depth 
and elegance and produced 
with ethics regarding earth 
preservation (biodynamic 
and dry farming), respect 
of the place and the people. 
We selected Pym-Rae to be 
fi tted to those goals.”

For a project of this size 
and scope, the sub-2000-
case production is relatively 
tiny. When Comme pulled 
away from the vineyard 
rows to a picturesque spot 
with a long, clear view to the 
east, he was asked a ques-
tion he will no doubt hear 
again: is there an eventual 
plan to grow Pym-Rae?

He thought for a moment. 
“I mean, not right now hon-
estly. It takes so much time 
to work with the vineyard to 
get to understand it. You set 
a goal, and then you reach 
that goal, and then you set 
another one. It’s kind of an 
endless process, you know, 
to work with the vineyard. 
Because the vineyard is 
growing old and evolving, 
but we as persons evolve 
too, and we change, and so 
it’s kind of an endless pro-
cess.”

“I don’t think we’ll be 

able to plan before the next 
generation,” he predicted, 
before fi ring up the ATV 
again. “It’s really not the 
plan. So right now we really 
want to focus — and this is 
the very important part — 
we want to focus on what 
we have and make it great. 
We have the potential; it’s 
a beautiful place, and it’s 
a beautiful vineyard. We 
have the potential to do 
something grand for this 
vineyard. And so we need 
to stay focused on what we 
have.”

Veeder
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 Launched on National 
Tequila Day (July 24), 
new “Te Amo Tequila” 
tour o� ers trips through 
Puerto Vallarta and Te-
quila, Mexico, the town 
known as the birthplace 
of tequila.

The tour by Cheap-
Caribbean, the online 
travel agency specializing 
in beach vacations, of-
fers behind-the-scenes 
access into the world of 
producing tequila. It’s led 
by tequila afi cionado and 
“Agave Whisperer” Jay 
Schroeder, the author of, 
“Understanding Mezcal,” 
who has served as chief 
mixologist for chef Rick 
Bayless.

Trip highlights include:

— Seeing the process 
from start to fi nish — from 
exploring agave farms and 
local distilleries to sam-
pling the fi nal product in 
tasting rooms

— Sleeping in real-life 
tequila barrels at Matices 
Hotel de Barricas

— Learning how to 
choose the right tequila 
and best practices for te-
quila pairing

— Relaxing at Secrets 
Vallarta Bay Puerto Val-
larta and exploring the 
city’s vast tequila o� erings

Book before Sept. 30 
for travel Dec. 5-11. Prices 
start at $1,999 per person. 
For more information, 
visit stories.cheapcarib-
bean.com/te-amo-te-
quila-tour/.

Wanna sleep in
a tequila barrel?
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 Greg Norman Estates 
has announced the tran-
sition of its business from 
Treasury Wine Estates to 
Old Bridge Cellars, the Na-
pa-based wine company. 
The transition took place 
on Aug. 1. 

Greg Norman Estates 
launched in 1999 as a 
joint venture partner-
ship between then Fosters 
Wine Estates and Austra-
lian-born Hall of Fame 
golfer Greg Norman.

The partnership kicked 
o�  with the 1996 vintage 
Cabernet-Merlot from 

Coonawarra, South Aus-
tralia. The brand has grown 
to encompass a diverse 
portfolio, including several 
bottlings from Australia, 
varietals from California 
and New Zealand.

Initially, the focus of 
the partnership with Old 
Bridge Cellars will in-
clude a rebranding and 
re-appellating of core va-
rietals in the Greg Norman 
Estates portfolio. They 
will be responsible for all 
sourcing, winemaking, 
strategic planning, sales 
and marketing for the Greg 
Norman Estates brand.

Greg Norman Estates 
moves to Old Bridge Cellars

TONY POER PHOTOS  

thomas Comme in the Pym rae vineyards. 

the inaugural 2016 Pym-rae 
Cabernet sauvignon will 
be released in the u.s. and 
abroad this fall.

For more information call (707) 256-2228
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On September 29th the Napa Valley Register will be publishing
a special section featuring 10 local veterans that have served our
country proud. This full color special edition is the culmination
of the 10 personal stories of these brave individuals. Our series
of “They Served With Honor” started on July 21st wrapping
up with the last veteran’s story on September 22nd. Show
your support in an advertisement in this keepsake edition.
A special thank you to our sponsors for their support in the
weekly feature stories. Sponsorship packages are sold out.

Advertising Deadline • Wednesday, September 11th.
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