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A Star Is Born

You may not know his name yet, but Philippe Melka is quickly
becoming Napa Valley’s hottest consulting winemaker. BY Tim FISH

Napa Valley isn’t quite like Hollywood (yet), where the
stars get by on a first-name basis. Even so, what serious
wine collector doesn’t know who Helen and Heidi are?
While the name Philippe may not register so quickly,
Philippe Melka is definitely a Napa winemaker to watch,
a man many believe is poised to become one of the valley’s
hottest consultants since Helen Turley and Heidi Barrett.

And yet, Melka—whose list of clients includes highly
regarded producers such as Seavey, Quintessa and Vine-
yard 29—is not following in anyone’s footsteps. Trained in
Bordeaux but passionate about California, this Frenchman
has his own take on Napa Cabernet, with a signature style
that, well, in many ways, is a lack of a signature.

I'll explain. Consider, for example, the Melka-made
1998 Seavey Cabernet. It's powerfully tannic and rustic,
a classic old-school Napa Cabernet that’s loaded with
ripe blackberry and chocolate. On the other hand, there’s
the Melka-made 1998 Lail Vineyards J. Daniel Cuvée, a
Cabernet blend that’s almost Lafite-like in its elegance,
with a lush texture wrapped around a discreetly intense
core of cassis and earthy fruit. Then there’s Melka’s own
1998 Métisse, a third type of wine, which is more in line
with typical Napa Cabernet. It’s a big, crowd-pleasing
wine with rich, supple, ripe fruit and well-integrated tan-
nins. Three styles, one winemaker.

This kind of flexibility is what attracted Agustin
Huneeus, owner of Quintessa, to Melka. Says Huneeus,
“Philippe doesn’t use formulas. He isn’t somebody who
is going to impose style on anybody, or any vineyard.” In
other words, Melka lets the vineyard speak for itself.
While many winemakers today claim they do just that (the
French word terroir is a particular favorite for describing
this, especially among non-French winemakers), few are
able to back it up more brilliantly than Melka.

Melka’s fascination with wine began not with a drink,
but with dirt. Indeed, when he took up winemaking stud-
ies at the University of Bordeaux, he was finishing his
degree in geology. When most people drink wine, they
might try to pick out a hint of blackberry or spice. Not
Melka. He’s more likely to be analyzing the soil where the

The Bordeaux-born Philippe Melka is attaining new heights
in Napa Valley Cabernet for a growing list of clients.

grapes were grown. Robin Lail, owner of Lail Vineyards
and another Melka client, explains it this way: “Geology
has an influence on how Philippe looks at things. He’s
very much at home in the vineyard.”

Born and raised in Bordeaux, Melka takes poetic license
and sounds typically French when he talks about wine-
making. He believes that the aesthetic of a vineyard—its
portrait, you might say—is reflected directly in the wine.
Describing the Quintessa vineyard in Rutherford, he also
describes the wine it produces: “The roundness of this hill-
side vineyard gives the wine elegance, and its different
sun exposures and different slopes give it sophistication.
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