
 
  

Chevalier
may  2020

alice waters played a major role in 
creating the movement toward natural 
foods, and I like to think that I played a 
role in the natural wine movement. She 

focused both on the better flavors of organic foods and the health of the earth. 
As I went natural, I confess that not once did I consider even my own health. My 
eyes, nose, and palate alone guided me—hedonism rather than moral or altru-
istic considerations. I was selfishly looking for the best possible wines to pour 
into my glass—aesthetics, not ethics ruled—and I noticed early on that certain 
viticultural and enological practices were working against instead of for me.

Back in the 1960s and ’70s, the biggest culprits in French cellars were fil-
tration and chaptalization. Everyone knows what filtration means—you take 
things out. Chaptalization means adding sugar to the fermenting grape juice, 
which increases the alcohol content. Higher alcohol gives an impression of more 
body—silicone for wine?

As the enologists and chemists increased their savoir faire, we saw the list 
of possible additives grow longer and longer. In Europe today, fifty-nine additives 
are permitted, and in the United States a couple dozen more, according to a New 
York Times article. Permitted is an important word. You can bet that some items 
not permitted are used by the unscrupulous. And you should know that organic, 
as the Times points out, does not mean zero additives.

I am not a true-believer type of guy. That’s not my style. I will not agree 
categorically that the less a winemaker does to his or her wine, the better. Ultra-
natural does not always taste good, as I learned from decades of tastings and 
experimentation.

JK
There is a reason all wines are not naturally produced. Here are the most com-
mon problems with no-SO2 wines: oxidation, refermentation, autolyse, and bac-
terial activity like brettanomyces. SO2 protects wine, you see? That is why it is 
used and has been for centuries.
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Jules Chauvet was a microbiologist. He had his no-SO2 wine under the 
microscope daily to keep his eagle eye on the yeasts and bacteria. Perhaps, in 
order to make an impeccable wine without SO2, it takes a scientist like Chauvet. 
That is what I began to think.

JK
Such marathon tastings [with Marcel Lapierre and the “Gang of Four”] gave me 
an appreciation of the problems we face as we try to perfect “natural” wines, and 
they have led to almost zero problems in recent years. And I must say, it is true 
that SO2 use was overdone. Wines were often horribly overdosed. Only an ex-
tremely minimal sulfur dose is necessary to protect a wine. It won’t be noticeable. 
If the wine is protected from light and heat, you’re home safe. Dogmatism has led 
to a lot of untasty natural wines.

I have worked to introduce to the United States the best, most natural 
wines possible. I don’t accept that flaws are a good sign. They don’t even prove 
that a wine is natural.

JK
I’m against filtration but I import some wines that have been filtered. I’m against 
harvesting machines but I’ve imported wines from mechanical harvesters. I’m all 
for indigenous yeasts, but I’ll bet I’ve offered wines fermented from purchased 
yeasts. I’m hoping that the result of my experience—years of trial and error, 
searching the limits and the excesses—will be found in your next glass of wine.

A natural wine that goes off began to seem ridiculous to me. It is unfair to 
the consumer, of course. At the very least, a wine should be drinkable. But it is 
also unfair to the wine. Too many times in the past I have purchased a no-SO2 
wine that really struck me as a great wine, only to see it turn bad later. We’ve 
made incredible progress, but in my opinion, we’re still not all the way down the 
natural wine road. I’ll do my best to see that the progress continues, but I’m not 
convinced that being an ultra-purist is the best path.

— Kermit Lynch, excerpts from Epilogue, 
Adventures on the Wine Route: 25th Anniversary Edition

In the winter of 1980, Marcel Lapierre (left) met local vigneron Jules  
Chauvet, and quickly fell under his influence. Since taking over the family 
domaine following the passing of his father in 1973, Lapierre dabbled with  
old-fashioned vinifications in the style his father and grandfather practiced  
before the days of chaptalization and industrial yeast. Chauvet, a skilled 
chemist, had already spent decades studying—under the microscope—how  
to make a “natural” wine without chaptalization, laboratory yeast, filtration,  
or any added sulfur, from grapes farmed with no chemical fertilizers or 
herbicides. Lapierre quickly became a convert to Chauvet’s school of  
vinification, and enticed his childhood friends “P’tit Max” Breton  
(center), “Polpo” Thévenet (right), and Jean Foillard (not  
pictured) to do the same. The “Gang of Four” would  
forever change the course of wine history.


