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WINE NOTES
By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER

Meeting the Winemakers

January 5, 2008; Page W9

One reason we have enjoyed wine so much over the years is that
we enjoy winemakers so much. Every good wine is someone's
passion, which makes each bottle a work of art. Meeting the
artist is always fun and often insightful. This is one reason we
write so often about the pleasures of visiting wineries and
meeting the people behind the label. Here's an example:

Last week, we wrote about an obscure American wine called
Melon, which is the grape used to make Muscadet in France's
Loire Valley. In the process of researching this, we happened
across a Web site called melondebourgogne.com, run by a small
winery in Washington, Perennial Vintners. We dropped the
owners, Mike Lempriere and Beth Schoenberg, a note to ask
about their Melon. We want to quote extensively from Mr.
Lempriere's return note because it communicates well why you
should look for unusual wines from small, passionate producers.

"We got our start with
Melon serendipitously,"
Mr. Lempriere wrote.
"When we decided we
wanted to make wine, |
contacted an
acquaintance, Stan
Clarke. At the time, he
was the viticulturist for
Newhouse Vineyards in
Sunnyside, Wash.; until
recently he was on the
faculty for the wine program in Walla Walla. Stan took us out to
the vineyard and walked around with us, teaching us on the spot.
(He died suddenly just a few weeks ago, which is a notable blow
to the Washington industry.) The vineyard has a small block of
plants used as a nursery to supply cuttings for new plants. The

Grapes growing at Washington State's Perennial
Vintners

vineyard had one row of Melon (80 plants).

"As amateurs, we harvested that row from 1998 to 2002. Each

year we were mildly disappointed with the condition of the

grapes -- they were growing the plants for wood, not for grapes,
so they were nonideal for wine. (When growing for grapes, you'll
be spraying sulfur and/or other mildewcides on a regular
schedule. When growing for wood, cuttings for new plants, you
don't care so much if the grapes get rot or mildew, so you may
not bother to spray as often as you should.) This helped us
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realize how important it is to grow the grapes yourself. The wine
was also somewhat bland, as eastern Washington is just too
warm a climate for Melon. Regardless, we still loved the wine it
made, and were also astounded by how wonderful the French
Muscadets that we tried were.

"When we decided we wanted to have our own vineyard, we
knew we had to live on it. We considered a spot near Walla
Walla, but we'd have to keep our day gigs in Seattle to pay for
the vineyard, so the 4%-hour drive killed that idea. This limited
us to the Puget Sound area, a notably cool climate. (In fact, it's
fairly similar to the maritime-influenced climate where the grape
comes from, the Nantes area near where the Loire river meets the
Atlantic.) Our vineyard is the closest one to downtown Seattle.
Seattle is world-renowned for seafood, and Muscadet is
world-renowned for matching with seafood. Not only do we have
a wonderful marketing niche, but we have a food pairing made in

heaven!

"We planted our first 100 plants in 2004. We have filled in the
rest of the vineyard space since then and are now up to 350
plants (about ¥ acre). We are surrounded by properties that are
reserved for agricultural use, and we have high hopes of leasing
several acres of these in order to increase our plantings. In 2007,
we got our first significant harvest from the initial 100 plants.
Unfortunately, this was the worst Puget Sound ripening year
since the early 1970s. The Melon did not ripen sufficiently to
make a decent wine. We have not thrown in the towel at this
point, so we'll be giving it another year before deciding if this is
not a good climate for Melon. We are planning to make a
sparkling wine from this year's harvest, but that may not be
available before the 2008 still wine is ready. So, in summary, we
have no Melon in a bottle yet, and probably won't until
mid-2009. Even then, the amount will be tiny, perhaps 75 cases.
We should have 100 cases from 2010 onwards. If we get
additional neighboring acreage, it's possible we'll achieve several
hundred cases as of 2012."

Next time you see an unusual wine on shelves that you've never
seen before or heard about, think of Mr. Lempriere and Ms.
Schoenberg and their 100 plants of Melon -- and try it.

--Melanie Grayce West contributed to this column. You can contact us at
wine@wsj.com.
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