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GRANGE DES PERES THE DOMAINE

The barn (which looks more like an industrial unit to me).

Laurent (left) and his father Alain (right).

Domaine de la Grange des Peres (or ‘barn of fathers’) is everything a ‘cult’ wine should be. Tiny but meticulous production, a superbly
talented winemaker, wonderful terroir and a baying mob of customers desperate to get their hands on a bottle. This is the land that
marketing forgot - no fancy labels, no export manager, no tasting room to welcome visitors. Twitter? Facebook? A website? Getting
through to someone on the telephone is difficult enough. If it wasn’t for the (government) signpost on the main road, you wouldn’t
even know the place existed.
Laurent Vaillé had been a physiotherapist by trade, but he quit his job in the early 80s to pursue a career in winemaking. After studying
viticulture and oenology, Laurent worked at a number of prestigious domaines (including JF Coche-Dury, JL Chave and Domaine
de Trevallon) before returning to his family home near Aniane. The Vaillé family already had some prime land just off the main road
between Aniane and Gignac (bought by Laurent’s grandfather back in the 1950s) but much of it wasn’t planted with vineyards. Laurent
set about planting vines on the existing land while supplementing it with a few more hectares and, by 1992, he was ready to release
the first vintage of his wine.
Having young vines in an unheralded terroir is not exactly a recipe for success, but Vaillé was
happy to follow the lead of his neighbour Aime Guibert (Mas de Daumas Gassac) by planting
Cabernet Sauvignon and foregoing the local appellation (AOC Coteaux du Languedoc). Much of
the confidence that Vaillé and Guibert shared was due to the sublime terroir on ‘Le Tourtou’, a high
altitude hill-top with rocky limestone and clay soil. The legend of Daumas Gassac had been built
on relatively low-yields from young vines on great terroir, so Laurent Vaillé took this model even
further, slashing the yields to as low as 10-25 hl/ha depending on the vintage conditions.
1992 was an excellent start for GdP and although there were only 250 cases made, Laurent
produced a dense, concentrated wine packed with flavour. When Robert Parker tasted and scored
it 90 points, a star was born and collectors began a stampede for allocations that continues to this
day. Today’s Domaine de la Grange des Peres extends over approx 12ha and is a collection of
parcels within a couple of miles radius from their non-descript ‘barn’.
These are very much wines that are ‘made in the vineyard’ and the viticultural philosophy is one of lutte raisonée (or reasoned struggle),
although the methods are, in fact, almost entirely organic. Vaillé dismisses this (and other such labels) as marketing ploys, insisting that
he ploughs the vineyards, uses minimal (if any) treatments and bottles and racks with the lunar cycle simply because it gets the best
results.
Laurent is certainly not the type of vigneron to court critical acclaim, but Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate has continued to be a
cheerleader for his wines, with recent vintages scoring as highly as 95 points in ‘05 and ‘06.

THE DOMAINE GRANGE DES PERES

l’Affaire Mondavi
To the east of the Terrasses du Larzac lies the village of Aniane and between there and Gignac is a stretch of excellent vineyard area
that is home to Grange des Peres, Daumas Gassac, St Dominique and Chateau Capion. This is also the scene of the infamous ‘Affaire
Mondavi’ which caused rifts in the local community that exist to this day.
To cut this very long story short, the Mondavi family decided to establish a domaine in the Languedoc and had earmarked the terroir in
Arboussas as the ideal location for their winery. They (allegedly) entered into lengthy negotiations with the Guibert family to buy Daumas
Gassac but couldn’t agree on a price, so turned their attention to the undeveloped Arboussas scrubland. The (allegedly) spurned Aime
Guibert decided to lead a campaign against the pending American invasion, claiming that it would be an environmental disaster to
clear the forests that had been there for centuries. Apparently this situation was entirely different from when Guibert moved into the
area during the 70s and did exactly the same thing!
In the end, Guibert succeeded in fending off Mondavi by helping a communist mayor get elected in 2001, resulting in the proposals
being rejected and Mondavi heading back to California empty handed. What the whole affair did however was draw a battle line
between the ‘for’ and ‘against’ ‘camps. Laurent Vaillé was very much ‘for’ Mondavi’s arrival, as he felt it would bring much needed
investment, jobs and international esteem to what is a seriously depressed area. In the years since the plan was rejected, Aniane’s
co-operative has been closed down and unemployment has got much worse in an area that seems to be regretting the decision.
For those of you that are interested in the story, there is much more detail in the documentary film ‘Mondovino’ although be warned,
it is a pretty one sided affair that sides heavily with Guibert’s cause.
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The domaine’s vineyard plots are planted to the red varietals Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Mourvedre and Counoise; and white
varietals Roussanne, Chardonnay and a little Marsanne. Most of the 12ha is located on ‘Le Tourtou’, an area high up (300m) behind
the domaine with the spectacular terroir that got the Mondavi’s so excited about Arboussas. As you can see from the photos, this is
extremely rocky land that is full of chalk and limestone on a clay-rich base. Many of these sites are north facing, sheltering them from
the agressive heat that afflicts some of the exposed flatland sites nearby, enabling a longer ripening period and building an elegance
in to the wine that is key to its character. The plots of Mourvedre are planted on south facing slopes closer to St Jean de Fos, where
the soil is full of the ‘pierres rouges’ more familiar to fans of Chateauneuf-du-Pape.
As mentioned before, the yields are very low at Grange des Peres. This has been a hallmark of the domaine ever since the beginning
and Laurent is a champion of the idea that by heavily pruning vigourous young vines, it is possible to create wines of depth, density
and complexity - despite the modern obsession for venerable old vines.
The viticultural regimen includes the use of sheep droppings mixed with Marc (grape spirit) to fertilize the vines. On learning that he
also follows lunar cycles, uses herbal teas and other organic preparations, it would be easy to conclude that Laurent is part of the
organic or biodynamic movement - but no, he has been known to use pesticides to combat disease and will continue to do so if he
feels it is the right thing to do.
There are just two cuvées produced at the domaine - a red and a
white, with total production varying between 1000 - 2500 cases
depending on the vintage conditions.
The vast majority of production is of the red wine, which is a blend
of Cabernet Sauvignon (40%), Syrah (40%) and Mourvedre (20%)
although a small amount of Counoise will form part of the final blend.
The white wine is made in tiny quantities and in some (very small)
vintages Laurent has a real problem sorting out allocations of the
wine. It is a genuine rarity. The blend is primarily Roussanne (about
70%) with the balance of Chardonnay although there is often a
sprinkling of Marsanne in the final blend.
Both wines are aged for about 24 months in 100% new oak.

