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Realm Cellars head winemaker Benoit Touquette, left, with MJ Tsay. Photo: Leah
Fasten for The Wall Street Journal
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JUST ABOUT ANYONE who has ever opened a bottle of wine has probably wondered
about, and perhaps even envied, a winemaker’s job. It’s one of those professions that
sounds terribly glamorous—an entree into a privileged world. The fact is it takes time,
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luck and a lot of heavy lifting (literally) to ascend to the top, and it almost always
involves some not-so-glamorous interim jobs.

The assistant winemaker stands on the penultimate rung of the ladder and is the unsung
and invariably invisible force behind a great winemaker and winery. He or she performs
much of the necessary drudgery that goes into the creation of an exceptional wine, from
cleaning and topping the barrels to “racking” them (moving the wine from one barrel to
another). There’s a lot of data-entry work, too.

By assuming such tasks, assistants free head winemakers to focus on the “intellectual”
part of the job, including tastings to determine the final blend of a wine, said MJ Tsay,
assistant winemaker at Realm Cellars, a top Cabernet estate in Napa Valley. “The higher
up the ladder you are, the less physical work you do,” she added. Though, of course, that
depends on the winery; at small estates, assistant and perhaps even head winemakers
will do more physical labor than those who work at big wineries.

The 37-year-old Ms. Tsay was one of several assistant winemakers I met on a trip to
Napa last month. A chemistry and French major in college who later earned an enology
degree, Ms. Tsay has been at Realm Cellars for four years.

https://www.realmcellars.com/
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As an assistant winemaker, Ms. Tsay handles physical tasks as well as data entry. Photo:
Leah Fasten for The Wall Street Journal

That’s a typical amount of time to remain in the job, according to Philippe Melka, one of
Napa’s superstar consultant winemakers. “Most assistant winemakers stay three to five
years,” before taking on head winemaker jobs of their own, said Mr. Melka, whose two
assistants and director of winemaking at Melka Wines also help look after 15 clients at
his consulting firm, Atelier Melka.

One of his assistants, Marie-Laure Ammons, is an exception to this rule. Ms. Ammons,
who trained in Bordeaux and Burgundy, has been with Mr. Melka more than 11 years.
She said she has stuck around because she is still learning from Mr. Melka, especially

http://blogs.wsj.com/wine/2010/10/19/a-frenchman-in-napa-valley/
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887323335404578447054066342068
http://www.ateliermelka.com/home
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about blending wines. Blending is a particular challenge for aspiring winemakers; it
requires a great deal of experience and insight to know which combination will be just
right.

Ms. Ammons gets extra practice by making wine on the side for a few private clients—
one of the perks that many assistants earn after working with a winemaker for a while.
Using the facilities of a winery client, they can make wine without the risk or expense of
a solo venture. (Grapes are expensive and vineyard prices in Napa are exorbitantly high.)
They also don’t have the responsibility of selling the bottles—something assistant
winemaker Andy Jones is glad he doesn’t have to worry about, at least not yet.

Mr. Jones is one of four assistants working with Thomas Rivers Brown, another
superstar Napa winemaking consultant. Mr. Brown, whose client roster includes 25
wineries, also makes much-sought after Pinot Noirs and Chardonnays under his own
Rivers-Marie label.

Mr. Jones joined the team in 2008 as a harvest intern. A typical starting point for
would-be assistant winemakers, harvest interns do the most basic and brutal work,
which almost always involves cleaning—cleaning hoses and cleaning barrels over and
over and over again. He was promoted to assistant winemaker in 2011 after three years
working in the cellar, a time frame that Mr. Brown also called typical, although he noted
that some aspiring vintners—particularly those who come to the industry later in life
after other careers—might think it is too long to wait. Graduates of prestigious
viticulture and enology programs like that of the University of California, Davis, can also
be impatient, Mr. Brown added. “Some Davis grads think they should get an assistant
winemaking job” right out of college, he said. “It just doesn’t work that way.”

https://www.riversmarie.com/
http://wineserver.ucdavis.edu/
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A view of Realm Cellars vineyard, one of Napa’s top estates. Photo: Leah Fasten for The
Wall Street Journal

One of the biggest hindrances to working one’s way up the winemaker ladder is that
harvests occur only once a year. This means there’s only one opportunity each year to get
hands-on experience with picking times and fermentation techniques—the kinds of
things you can read about but must do to truly understand.

“You can’t just take a bunch of stuff and shove it all in one year,” said Mr. Brown. “We
make a joke that if only there were 10 harvests a year, we could get really good at this
really fast.” In fact, some assistants work a second harvest in the Southern Hemisphere
during Napa’s off season to try to “fast track” their knowledge, said Mr. Brown.
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‘Assistant winemakers perform much of the necessary drudgery that goes into the creation of an

exceptional wine.’

It may not be just the additional experience that drives them south. During the quiet
months, after the grapes have been harvested and the wines are in the barrel or tank, the
daily duties of an assistant winemaker can become a bit of a grind. “My day to day in the
winter is pretty boring,” Ms. Tsay said with a laugh. “I’m usually at the computer making
sure we’re up-to-date with work orders for chemical additions or racking the barrels.”

Ms. Tsay said she has seen some wine-industry friends, feeling stalled in their roles, take
jobs as harvest interns at new wineries “just so they could start over somewhere else.”
But the four-year Realm veteran has no plans to move on. Ms. Tsay said she enjoys the
camaraderie at Realm (“I love our team”) and is still learning a great deal under
winemaker Benoit Touquette. Her job has also evolved; she does less of the manual work
these days than she did in her early assistant years, now that the winery has hired
additional employees. And when she misses the physical work, she can simply head to
the cellar.

Patience was a recurring theme with every professional I spoke with. “I think people
have to understand that winemaking is about taking the time, preparing yourself,” said
Julien Fayard, a former assistant winemaker for Philippe Melka who now has his own
label and winemaking clients. Mr. Fayard was Mr. Melka’s assistant and later his
director of winemaking for “seven harvests,” as he put it. “Before I left Philippe’s, I did it
in steps,” he said. That meant learning to negotiate contracts with grape growers,
working with clients directly and eventually making winemaking decisions.

Mr. Fayard said he also felt like he needed a better understanding of the financial end of
the business before going out on his own, so he enrolled in business school, spending his
nonworking hours and weekends studying for his M.B.A. “There’s a cult of the
winemaker right now,” Mr. Fayard acknowledged. But, he wondered, what would
someone say to the job if they were told they had to be a cellar rat for five years, and then
an assistant for five more years? Perhaps becoming a great winemaker isn’t really a

http://www.fayardwines.com/


1/28/16 8:28 PMNo, You Can’t Become a Winemaker Overnight - WSJ

Page 7 of 7http://www.wsj.com/articles/no-you-cant-become-a-winemaker-overnight-1453387457

question of who wants to be a star but who might be happy to play the “unsung hero”
role for a while.

Email Lettie at wine@wsj.com
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