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RAYAS THE ESTATES

The history
The Reynaud family have been in situ at Rayas since 1880, when the chateau and surrounding land was purchased by Albert Reynaud,
a Provençal notary that was forced to give up his job when he lost his hearing at the age of 45. Following the family’s move to this
beautiful place half way between the towns of Chateauneuf-du-Pape and Courthézon, Albert contented himself with the poly-culture
typical of the day by tending to the olive groves, apricot trees and a small vineyard that was doubtless in the grip of the phylloxera
epidemic. It wasn’t until Albert’s son Louis became involved that Rayas began to take shape as the wine estate that we know today.
Unlike his father, Louis was intent on becoming a vigneron and so he went to study viti and viniculture at college in Angers. Once he
had returned to Rayas, Louis began to implement his plan by clearing much of the forest that surrounded the chateau and planting
vines instead of the crops (or trees) that had been there for many years. By doing this work by hand, Louis created (by accident and
circumstance rather than design) a unique vineyard area of 13 hectares divided into 15 different parcels.
By 1920, Louis was ready to bottle his first commercial vintage of Chateau Rayas. Over the next two decades he secured local and
national distribution for his wines and made enough of a living that he was able to purchase two more properties - Chateau des Tours
in Vacqueyras (bought in 1935) and Chateau Fonsalette (in 1945). Of course, it was around this time that the Appellation d’Origine
Controlée system was introduced and Chateauneuf-du-Pape was one of the very first AOCs to come in to existence. The rules that
were imposed led to a long standing resentment and mistrust from Louis Reynaud, feelings that he passed on to his son Jacques.
Jacques worked alongside his father for many years, but according to some sources he was kept very much in the background and
was never permitted to take part in tastings and meetings with clients and journalists. This tight leash was loosened during the 70s,
when Jacques became increasingly influential as his father aged. By 1978, he was ready to vinify his first (and some would say best)
solo vintage (with, of course, his father’s watchful eye) and two years later Louis passed away leaving Jacques in charge of the family’s
estates alongside his sister Françoise. In the early 80s there was a bit of a wobble in terms of quality - but Louis had not only set the
bar very high, he had also set a precedent for shambolic and chaotic practices that it took Jacques a little time to grasp completely for
himself. This was a scenario that would be repeated when the next generational change took place, but it didn’t take Jacques too long
to get things back on track and before long the superb trio of ‘88, ‘89 and ‘90 confirmed his reputation as one of the world’s finest
winemakers. Finest, certainly, but Jacques was also a candidate for most eccentric winemaker in the appellation (if not the world!) and
over the years he developed a reputation for being as enigmatic and learned as he was obtuse and difficult to deal with. There are
many stories, told by journalists like Robert Parker and John Livingstone-Learmonth, that highlight what kind of a character Jacques
Reynaud was. This is a man who would dive into the ditch by the side of his driveway and stay there for hours to avoid appointments
with clients or journalists that he didn’t want to see. A man who had a dog called ‘dog’ (unless it had been naughty when apparently
he called it ‘black dog’). A man that wrote in Greek characters and recorded the vintages with the digits jumbled up on his barrels in
order to confuse visitors. He was notorious for conducting entire tastings with the likes of Robert Parker by giving samples from the
myriad barrels and unmarked old bottles, but never revealing what any of them were. And that was on a good day, because if he wasn’t
in the mood then he would either jump into the aforementioned ditch or just plain refuse to speak to anyone! But despite all these
idiosyncrasies, Jacques Reynaud was a much loved man that made some of France’s greatest ever wines and it was tragic when he
died from a massive heart attack in 1997 while buying shoes in Courthézon.
Without any children of his own, the property passed to his nephew Emmanuel who had already taken over at Chateau des Tours
in 1989. Following similar early difficulties to those experienced by Jacques, Emmanuel appears to have got things together and the
2005 and 2007 Rayas have been heralded as some of the estate’s best ever best wines.

THE ESTATES RAYAS

The Rayas terroir
As you can see from the map, Chateauneuf-du-Pape is an appellation that is divided in to a number of specific lieu-dits. Some of these,
like ‘Le Crau’ for example, are famous thanks to many producers labelling their wines with the lieu-dit prominently displayed on the
label. Others, such as ‘Pegau’, ‘Mont Redon’ or ‘La Nerthe’ have gained notoriety thanks to a single owner whose domaine is named
after the site itself. Rayas is perhaps the most revered of these wholly owned climats, a property nestled in the woods and surrounded
by the 13 hectare vineyard of the same name.
Unlike much of the appellation, there are none of the famous galet stones to be found here. The soil is of either sandy or chalk/
limestone composition depending on the parcel, with a microclimate that is unusual in that it is sheltered by the surrounding forest. This
means that while the average temperature is similar to much of the appellation, there is not the same chance of scorched or baked fruit
which can be a problem in some of the more exposed vineyards. Many of the parcels are planted on north facing plots, which again
gives them shelter from the extreme sun and allows for a longer ripening season - Rayas is always amongst the last to be picked in
Chateauneuf, but due to the unique conditions it is also usually one of the AOC’s most elegant wines. This combination of ripeness and
elegance is one of the hallmarks of Rayas. Not far away is a two hectare plot in the lieu-dit of Pignan (with similar sandy soils), which
is used to make a separate wine of that name. Pignan is always the riper and more forward of the two wines.

RAYAS THE ESTATES

Chateau des Tours; Vacqueyras (40ha)
One of the finest estates in Vacqueyras, Chateau des Tours was purchased by
Louis Reynaud in 1935 and was run for many years by his son Bernard (brother
of Jacques). In 1989 control of the estate passed to Emmanuel Reynaud who
cut his teeth at des Tours before taking full control over Rayas and Fonsalette in
1989.
The vineyards are planted with Grenache, Syrah and Cinsault for the reds and
Grenache Blanc and Clairette for the whites, although in the further 60ha of vines
used for Domaine des Tours there is also some Counoise and Merlot. There
are six wines made at the property. Those labelled as ‘Chateau des Tours’ are
a Vacqueyras, Cotes-du-Rhone red and white. Then there is a Vin de Pays de
Vaucluse red and white labelled as ‘Domaine des Tours’ and finally a rarely seen
Vin de Table called ‘Parisy’.
Chateau de Fonsalette; Lagarde-Paréol (10ha)
A separate estate purchased in 1945, Fonsalette was planted over a ten year
period as Louis Reynaud experimented with what varieties would work best on
the mix of clay soils and gravel based plots. The decision was Grenache, Syrah
and Cinsault for the red, and Grenache Blanc, Clairette and Marsanne for the
white. The wines have always been vinified at Chateau Rayas and Fonsalette was,
for many years, one of the wine world’s great bargains.
Just like the Rayas wines, Fonsalette is vinified in concrete tanks before being
moved to a variety of different sized old barrels for about a year (for the red)
or 9 months (for the white). The assemblage is typically 50% Grenache, 35%
Cinsault and 15% Syrah for the red and 85% Grenache Blanc, 5% Clairette and
10% Marsanne for the white. There is also 3.5 hectares of Syrah in two plots,
both planted using cuttings from JL Chave’s Hermitage vineyards. Much of this
is used to make the Fonsalette Cuvée Syrah, with the rest going in to the main
Cotes-du-Rhone blend.

Chateau Rayas; Chateauneuf-du-Pape (15ha)
Divided between 13 hectares (15 parcels) of Rayas and 2 hectares (1 parcel) of Pignan, the vineyards are planted primarily to
Grenache (Noir and Blanc) with some Clairette. Yields have always been strictly controlled and never exceed 20hl/ha, with green
harvesting used to control the quality of the final berries picked at harvest. Robert Parker describes Rayas as ‘a cool-climate wine
made in a hot appellation’ and this is thanks to the cover of the surrounding forest and the fact that many of the plots are north facing.
The parcels are vinified separately in concrete before maturing in a mélange of different sized wooden vessels. The reds are 100%
Grenache - atypical in an AOC that permits 13 different varietals - and usually spend 12months ageing while the white is closer to
9months, but everything depends on the vintage and how the wines develop in barrel. There is no fining, but usually a light filtration
before bottling. Another Reynaud wine that deserves a mention is ‘Pialade’, a red made from the left overs of Rayas and Fonsalette.

