
Though he’s world famous,
and even blamed — along with critic 
Robert Parker — for making top 
wines too similar, Michel Rolland is 
unpretentious and self-effacing in 
person as he tastes wines.

He, along with winemaker Jean 
Hoefliger and assistant Henrik 
Poulsen, taste the many batches of  
wines to determine the optimum 
blends. “It’s like a think tank,” says 
Hoefliger. “We put a lot of  brains 
together.”
Unlike many winemakers, Hoefliger 
not only has many lots for different 
vineyards and blocks, but even keeps 
the press wine separate, too. That’s a 
lot of  wines to taste, 100 to 150 lots.

To help put the puzzle together, 
Rolland visits three times a year. 
Early in the year, he comes to taste 
the new vintage “I get an X-ray of  
the vintage,” he says.

Then when fermentation is over, he can get a better picture of  the vintage and finalize blends for the 
last time before bottling.
He also comes in August to blend wines from the previous year, check bottled wine and tour the vine-
yards.

In earlier days — Rolland has been visiting Napa Valley for 22 years — he says he was more involved in 
advising the growers. Now, he admitted, “They don’t need me much in the vineyards. They know what to 
do after 20 years.” He spends most of  his time assisting with blending.

Rolland made many comments about Napa Valley between tastes. He notes that phylloxera, which forced 
replanting Napa vineyards over the last two decades, “is the best sad story. Now Napa has some of  the 
best vineyards in the world. If  phylloxera hadn’t happened, Napa Valley couldn’t be where it is today.”

Rolland consults all over the world — even in Virginia — but he compares terroir, the location and 
circumstances of  a vine, to a ceiling in a room. “We can make good wines everywhere, but we can’t make 
great wines everywhere. We try to make the best wine we can everywhere we are. Even at $2.99, you can 
make a good wine.”

He added, “People (growers and vintners) will be disappointed if  they don’t accept that.”

Rolland does say, “Napa Valley has one of  the highest ceilings in the world. Napa Valley is a place where 
we can find a lot of  great wines now.”

He said it has more great wines than any other place — other than his home France. He added, “There 
are more great wines in Napa Valley than in Italy.”

He also likes working with American wineries. “They have more energy and creativity than elsewhere. 
You can do so much more. They don’t wait two generations to make a decision. Americans make it in two 
days. I was born in Bordeaux, and I know French behavior. You need five years to convince people to do 
something.”

Rolland encourages growers not to pick too soon. “If  you pick early, you know it will never be good, but 
if  you wait, it could be great. We have to take the risk.

 “I love what I’m doing,” Rolland concluded, “but I don’t want to work too much. I love golf, but I like to 
taste like I play golf.”
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Famed winemaking consultant Michel Rolland is 
lending his expertise to the Alpha Omega project. 
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