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When I launched Loam Baby, a few of my friends asked why I didn’t make the first issue 
about the Napa Valley. It was, after all, the place where I grew up and where I first fell in 
love with wine.

I explained to them that sometimes it’s hard to write about something you’re very close to, 
and so I wanted a couple of issues of Loam Baby under my belt before focusing on a place 
that in many ways will always feel like home, no matter where I end up living. 

Some of the happiest years of my childhood were spent attending Yountville Elementary 
School. My fifth-grade teacher, Jeff Wade, used to sing us Peter, Paul and Mary songs, and 
coached our soccer team, for which I played right wing forward. He seemed to always be 
in a good mood, and I looked forward to going to school each morning. My sixth-grade 
teacher, Bobbie Saunders, gave me my very first real book: Watership Down. I still credit 
her to this day for instilling in me a love of reading and writing.  This issue is dedicated in 
part to them, wherever they may be. 

It is also dedicated to Vince Arroyo, the very first winemaker I befriended, and someone 
who set a fine example early on in my career. He’s always been a hard-working farmer, 
first and foremost, and a humble man, intent on making great wines in his own time, in 
his own quiet way. I owe him a debt of gratitude for always demonstrating to me, 
through his actions, that loyalty and patience are two of the greatest gifts you can give to 
a fellow human being. 

For a time, I worked for Robert Mondavi. He informed my career greatly. No matter 
who he was with at the time – dignitaries, celebrities, famous chefs – he always took 
the time to address me by my first name and asked how I was doing. He was elegant 
and forward-thinking. So many of us who are in the wine industry today owe him a 
debt of gratitude as well. 

Lastly, this issue is dedicated to you, Dear Reader, and to R., for being a great man, mentor 
and friend. 

I hope you enjoy this trip through my beloved hometown.

R.H. Drexel 

Opening Letter
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Philippe Melka is one of the most respected wine consultants in the United States. 
Some of his clients, past and present, include Dana Estates, Moone-Tsai, 
Brand, Hundred Acre, Dalle Valle and Bryant Family Vineyards, to name just a 
handful.   When I sat down to chat with Philippe Melka earlier this year, I felt I should 
apologize to him for some inexplicable reason, for an article that had appeared in the 
Wall Street Journal about wine consultants just prior to our interview. The journalist 
who wrote the piece seemed more focused on the number of clients each consultant 
had, and how much money they were earning, than on the actual day-to-day nuts and 
bolts of the services they provide clients. 

In the article, the perception that certain consultants produce monolithic, homogeneous 
wines was, at least in my mind, somewhat supported by the journalist.  She at least 
made this topic prevalent in her piece. It’s so easy to jump on the bandwagon and 
state that wines made under the guidance of consultants like Michel Rolland or 
Philippe Melka all taste the same. One has only to spend real time tasting through 
even a sliver of their client portfolios to realize 
that the wines upon which they place their 
astute imprimatur are distinctive, many of 
them memorable and reflecting the land 
where they found their provenance. 

We touched upon this topic, and a few others, 
when I sat down with the soft-spoken and 
intelligent Philippe Melka. 

RH Drexel: What does a wine consultant do?

Philippe Melka: Well, it’s hard work. The wine
business is 24/7; that’s how I feel. It’s very 
consuming. Consulting is a little different from 
what winemakers do, I would say. Technically, 
consultants do less labor, and we drive a lot 
more. [Laughs.]

RHD: I have to say I was pretty disappointed in 
that Wall Street Journal article. It felt too focused 
on how much money wine consultants earn, 
rather than delving into the services they provide 
clients. 

PM: You know, over the years, she [the journalist] has been kind to me, so the article 
was unexpected. You don’t really ask people those kinds of questions – how much 
money do they make and that sort of thing. And, you know, it was very uncomfortable, 
because from client to client, things are a little different. There are so many factors. Some 
clients I have had for fifteen years, so my relationship with them might be different 
from a more recent client. The difficult part was feeling like people think you want 
to be a consultant just to make money. Consulting is a very complex topic. I don’t 
think I’ve ever read a good article about wine consultants. This idea that it’s just 
to make money…To tell you the truth, that is not it at all. It is a job that suits me 

The Doctor’s Son
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very well. It fits my strengths. Rather than working with the same wine every day, 
or managing an estate, my strengths are better suited to working with a number of 
different clients. 

The most important thing for me is to love what I do. My dad was a general 
practitioner in the old days in France. That meant he did house calls. He would visit 
people in their homes, morning and night. He helped many patients every day.  He 
would go to the local hospital to assist in births and so on. He loved to help people. 

I have this same need as my father had: to see this movement of life; to see different 
people, in different environments, and to help them if I can. This concept of helping 
is very important to me. For me, this concept of helping someone to achieve their 
dream is the essence of consulting. My dad’s job was much more important as a 
doctor. He took care of people. I just make wine. But maybe I help someone to 
realize their dream. 

RHD: How much of your job is managing 
client expectations? 

PM: This is not so much a factor for me. I am 
working mostly with people who love wine. 
They understand that theirs is a long-term 
project and they are willing to work hard to 
get there. They are very focused. But there is 
a small percentage of clients…I don’t know 
what that percentage is, but I have to kick 
their ass a little bit. I have to tell them, ‘Don’t 
let us do everything. You really have to be a 
big part of this if you want to be successful.’ 
So, there’s a little bit of that going on. And, 
as you know, we’re in the Napa Valley, so we 
are dealing with very small, mom-and-pop 
kinds of wineries. This is not their full-time 
job; they came from another business, so for 
some, their idea of being in the wine business 
is this lifestyle, you know…to have fun. They 
come from a very naïve place, which is good 
in a way, because if they knew how hard the 
business really is they would never get into it 
in the first place. So the lifestyle attracts them, 
but then, hopefully, they learn to work hard 
for success. 

Most of my clients, though, they are in this for the very long term. They are building 
something for their children. These kind of people, you know, they are not so 
concerned about high scores and all of that.

But I work for the score-types, too – the ones that want the high scores. I have to 
admit, though, that very few people nowadays mention scores to me. I think part of it 
is because so many people want direct sales these days. So they are more focused on 
how to capture people who come into this valley and introduce them to their story 
and their wines, and build a relationship with the customer. 

Most of the people that come into Napa Valley…I would say 80%...don’t know or care 
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about scores. The people who care about scores are already in the wine business. They 
are retailers, wholesalers, distributors.  

RHD: Are the days of scores mattering over?
 
PM: I don’t know. I think they can still help to educate people if they need it. I wish 
people would focus more on the descriptions of the wines, which can be wonderful 
and helpful, instead of just the number. 

There are a lot of good wine writers who really know how to describe a wine. And this 
helps the consumer if they don’t have time or money to sample everything.

RHD: Have you run into this phenomenon wherein someone who has made a lot of 
money in another business just assumes that they’ll also make money in the wine 
business?

PM: Yes! Absolutely. They don’t realize at all how 
different the wine business is from any other 
business. I have to say to those people, ‘We are not 
making soup!’ Sometimes a client will want me to 
come in and blend a wine that day, and I have to 
explain to them that blending does not work that 
way. The wine has to be in a good mood. I have to 
be a good mood. Things have to be in sync. The 
wine needs to show well, and personally, I need to 
want to blend that day. 

Sometimes they think I am just a machine. So it’s part of their education for me to 
tell them that in order to create those special, high-end wines, everything has to be 
in sync. And, also, everyone needs to be excited about it. You need to have that true 
excitement, and that takes time, and it needs to come from everyone involved. 

A lot of what makes up the wine business is almost counter to the American mentality; 
it’s counter to what they have learned and what they understand. It doesn’t make sense to 
some people that they have to wait, wait, wait in the wine business. They have to plant 
their vines, and then wait for the fruit, and then wait for the wine to be in the barrel 
and then wait for it to age in the bottle. This is a difficult part of consulting – teaching 
people to wait for something special when they are used to getting what they want right 
away. 

RHD: Is it possible for you to fall in love with a wine, even just as consultant…when you 
do not own that wine?

PM: Oh, yes. At the end of the day, they are still my babies. I am very proud of them. I 
guess the toughest part for me is having people critiquing your style, but I understand 
that. But, it’s like someone critiquing your children, whom you love and worked hard 
with. What people don’t realize is that, as a consultant, it takes time, at least for me, to 
really get into a project. I need to be able to feel the owners, feel the vineyard, feel the 
reaction of the wine. You put so many years into a wine. When you create a wine, it’s 
also made of brain cells and human relationships and pride. That’s why it’s difficult to 
accept criticism, but you know some criticism is good. You can learn from it. 

RHD: Do you feel like you have a certain winemaking style? 
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PM: That’s an interesting question, because some people might say that I have a style, 
but my real reputation is for not having a specific style. What I bring to the table is 
that I want to tell the truth: the truth of the estate, the truth of the wine’s concept. In 
order to tell the truth, you have to remove yourself as much as you can. 

Bob Levy said years ago that if you give two winemakers the exact vineyard sources, 
the same grapes, they are going to make two different wines. And this is true, you 
know, because even if one harvests ten days later than the other, this is already a big 
difference. So, yes, we all have our choices, how we’ve been raised, the foundation of 
our life, that affects the kinds of wines we make, but I still try to remove myself from 
this as much as possible. 

My personality is to let other things shine, not me. I am more comfortable being in 
the back ground. I was very shy originally; that is also part of me just being me. And 
this personality trait fits well into consulting because I want the wines to shine, and 
not to be famous, necessarily. 

RHD: Are there vineyard designates or sub-appellations of which you are especially fond? 

PM: I have to admit that I have a few 
spots that I really like. They make 
sense. If you’re thinking purely of 
classicism in Napa Valley wines, if 
you go from Yountville on the east 
side, starting with Dominus, and 
you go up North, including Vine 
Hill R anch,  To-Kalon, Stag’s Leap, 
Scarecrow, Inglenook…this section 
for me represents very classic wines. 
And a lso  Harlan is  ver y  class ic .
Hillsides bring exception to wines, 
too, like Pritchard Hill. That is a very 
intriguing place for me.
 
RHD: What is your definition of a good 
wine?

PM: Great texture. Length. A great 
foundation, structure. Complexity. 
Sophistication. Age-worthiness. For 
me, I always work with texture and 
structure much more than with flavors. 
The feeling of the texture…it can be 
soft, edgy…the weight and length 
creates the harmony of the wine. Of 
course, I want a positive impression 
of the flavors, but I look for texture, 
structure. 

In the ’80s and ’90s, many winemakers 
were all about pushing the envelope. 
They were all about concentration. 
This younger generation is more 
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about an intellectual approach to winemaking. Their palates are a little more evolved. 
They’re eating better than we used to, so they look more for weight – not based on 
sweet or fat, but maybe on structure. And they look for minerality.
 
My feeling is that the Napa Valley is on a great track. I think the wines being made in 
Napa Valley today will excite the market again. 

RHD: What do you think of the sommelier culture?

PM: I have not had much luck with sommeliers. I think of their culture as the 
masturbation of wine, if you can call it that. They seem to want a lot of recognition 
and so they seem to go for crazy wines, unusual wines. That is okay, but the best way 
to learn is to start at the beginning – to understand the basics and the foundation. You 
want to taste the classic wines from Bordeaux and Napa, you need that basic foundation. 
Then, after you have the basics covered, you can go a little insane. I’m sure that in the 
world of sommeliers, there are many amazing ones. No doubt. But there is a tendency 
among them to be against Napa Valley wines for some reason. In particular, 
sommeliers in New York and San Francisco seem close-minded to Napa Valley wines. 

RHD: Did you have a mentor in the wine business?

PM: My American mentor is Paul Draper. There is also a sentimental side to this 
story, because I met my wife while she was working in the lab at Ridge. I was working 
at Dominus at the time when I met Paul Draper. I still think he is…I don’t know… He 
is a man of mystery. He is a philosopher. He has an open mind. He always wants to 
learn more. He is fantastic.
 
And it might surprise you to learn that I have a weird respect for Helen Turley. 
She’s very controversial. On a personality level, it’s hard to understand her sometimes. 
But I have to respect her for what she has done for consulting. She has elevated the 
role of the consultant. All consultants should respect what she has done for the field. 
And she has made some beautiful wines. 
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A Heart Wide Open

At 31-years of age, Ketan Mody is carving out 
for himself a small vineyard and life in the 
wilds of the Diamond Mountain appellation. Part 
Grizzly Adams, part modern-day philosopher king, 
he is disarmingly reflective and resourceful.  
He is slowly clearing a small stretch of land 
that will become his estate vineyard. The 
wood he felled he used to build the small 
cabin where he lives. 

Set to launch two highly personal wine 
projects, Jasud and Beta, Ketan made time to 
meet with me recently up at his hilltop vineyard 
site just outside of Calistoga. We visited on 
two separate occasions, and by the time I was 
set to depart after our second interview, I hardly 
wanted to leave him. 

If you think that living in a small cabin atop a 
remote hill is lonely, think again. Ketan is 
tackling life day-by-day with a heart wide 
open. The energy he emanates from his small, 
remote homestead is formidable and rare. 

On being asked, “What does the Napa Valley look 
like to you?”:

My Napa Valley? My Napa Valley is back roads. 
Hidden gems. Driving in the hills. Being in the 
forest. Amazing sunsets. And also, the 3-star 
Michelin restaurants and great grocery stores. 
You have to find a balance between nature and commerce. 

My valley also looks like these get-togethers that we have, three to four times a week, 
at someone’s home or at a bar. There is a really good sense of community here…mainly 
eating at other people’s houses. Community cooking is a huge part of our lives here. My 
friends are working in every part of the wine business – sales, distribution, production, 
the vineyard… We’re here for each other and we support each other. 

The Napa Valley is a really hard place to leave.  It provides a balance for me between hard 
labor and fine living. 

I went to France and I loved it. It’s very special, but you don’t see a lot of wildlife there 
like you do here. I mean, in the forests up here there are still things out there that will get 
you; and that’s nerve wracking, but it’s also exhilarating, you know. Even in areas up here 
that are somewhat urban, you’ll still see deer, raptors, all kinds of interesting birds, and I 
love that about the Napa Valley. I’m not saying you don’t see that in France, but I don’t 
think you see as much there as you do here. 
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On pricing his upcoming cabernet sauvignon:   

Pricing Napa Valley cabernet has become really challenging. You want to be somewhere 
on the top shelf, but you don’t want too offensive a price point applied to your wine. And, 
also, you don’t want to price a wine so cheaply that people don’t give a second thought to 
just opening it up. I mean, you want people to consume your wines, but you want them to 
remember them, too. And you don’t want folks buying them just because they are trophy 
wines. I haven’t figured out pricing yet. One guy I’ve been kind of studying is Justin Smith 
over at Saxum. You know, he’s been cranking out great wines for a long time. When he 
started getting great scores, he didn’t raise his prices that much, not like a lot of other 
producers did and continue to do, and I really respect that. 

It’s funny: when you start thinking about pricing and observing the kinds of people who 
buy really expensive wines, a lot of times the people who can afford expensive wines are 
some of the most offensive people around. And I’m thinking, I don’t want some rich 
asshole buying my wine just to buy it. Anyway, I just haven’t figured out my pricing yet. 
It’s got to be an honest price, though. 

On giving and receiving a helping hand: 

I have had people that helped me when no one else would help me. People are usually 
pretty good if you give them the chance to be. I want to believe in people more than I 
don’t want to believe in people. 

Also, I’ve realized about myself that making people happy makes me happy. When I have 
people here, and I feed them and I hear 
them laugh, that makes me happy. When 
you can put a smile on someone’s face – 
well, that’s super-important.  

On Lyme’s Disease and the road to 
becoming a winemaker:

I was born in Georgia and was pretty 
much raised in Florida. My dad is from 
India and my mom’s from Mississippi. I 
grew up in a very traditional household; 
cattle farmers and peanut farmers. I left 
home when I was sixteen to attend 
boarding school at the North Carolina 
School of the Arts. I was there for two 
years and loved it. I found public school 
to be very difficult; I never fit in. Finding 
other like-minded individuals was really 
important to me and I found that there 
for a time. 

I then headed off to Boston and attended 
the Museum School for Painting. I was 
around twenty years old then. That 
lasted for about three weeks. I had been 
working on a series of paintings that 
were all about boats, so I ended up leaving 
school and working for a boat shop, 
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where I started an apprenticeship to learn how to build wooden boats. During that 
time, I had been battling this sickness. No one knew what it was. I was living by myself 
and I started having terrible seizures. It turned out to be Lyme’s Disease.

My Lyme’s Disease got to a really advanced stage, where it was basically attacking my 
nervous system. I could no longer live by myself. I had to quit building boats. I returned 
to Florida, where a doctor who specialized in Lyme’s Disease started my treatment. Every 
day for a year I had a PICC line deliver IV Rocephin – a very strong antibiotic – into 
my body. It was pretty gnarly. It was a very, very difficult time. 

I was too sick to return to building boats, so I 
went to work with my brother, a businessman. 
We worked on a hotel in Atlanta. Then, after a 
while, we ended up partnering with Hooters, and 
doing their private label credit cards. I managed 
a lot of their point-of-sales materials, call center 
diagrams, etc. I was living in Atlanta, making a 
lot of money, but one day I woke up and 
wondered what the fuck I was doing.

I realized then that I hated my work life. Here I 
was, tattooed from head-to-toe, a free-spirit, but 
I had to wear a business suit, and no one really 
knew who I was. I hated my life. I felt like I was 
on the wrong path.

So I quit working with my brother and started 
playing around with home brewing, while taking 
on a job at this small oyster farm on the North 
Fork of Long Island called Widow’s Hole. It was 
very small; just me and one other guy. What got 
me about oysters was that, due to different salinity 
levels and nutrient levels in the water, you 
could get all of these different flavor profiles in basically the same oyster. The water 
currents, the nutrients, and how they informed flavor; I just really started to get into that. 

My parents and I had been estranged at that time – for about five years. Then, the first 
time I saw my dad after those years of estrangement, we had a 2001 Quilceda Creek 
Cabernet Sauvignon. That was the first wine that I’d had that was an epiphany wine. 
Maybe it was because I was drinking it with my dad, and the taste of the wine – that bottle 
was just killing it that night.  And, so that’s how I started to really get into wine. 

A while later, I moved to New Zealand and started to work at a winery, and that’s 
when it all came together. I had been so lost and then I got found. I chose this path – 
of winemaking – this path that will take a lifetime to mold me into who I want to be, 
not who I am right now. 

I ended up eventually working for Harlan on and off for a couple of years.  I still consider 
Cory Empting, who is the winemaker now at Harlan, to be the best, most thoughtful 
winemaker in the Napa Valley, without a doubt. That guy is making some of the best 
wines, the most honest, terroir-driven wines in the Napa Valley. 

My dad and I – we’re no longer estranged; we probably talk every other day – wanted to do a 
project together, so we bought this place [a mountain top off of Diamond Mountain Road].
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In 2011, I made the first vintage of my wine, Jasud. That was my grandmother’s name. 
Jasud means hibiscus. She was very important to my father and my father is very 
important to me, so that’s why I chose that name. 

The fruit came from the Montecito Vineyard, up by Monte Rosso. Old, head-trained 
cab. It’s kind of obscure. All dry-farmed. The flavor profile from there is very classic. 
Lots of structure and great tannins. I also have another wine project called ‘Beta’, 
a Hindu term of affection. It means ‘my son’, or ‘my child’. Eventually, Jasud will 
be estate-only, and Beta will be more available, and available earlier. The Jasud 
estate wines will not be available for another 8 years, so for now I source my fruit 
from other vineyards that are producing the kind of fruit that I want to work 
with.  

On building a one-room cabin and planting a vineyard in the middle of a forest:

This is who I want to be. This can be a tough place, because I want to be tougher. You 
can build yourself a big house, which will keep you inside, around all of your stuff. Or 
you can build a smaller house, which will push you outside and into nature. You can 
build more shelves to keep all of your shit, or fewer shelves so that you don’t need so 
much. 

There’s that old adage: you don’t have anything unless you have your health. 
And you don’t realize how true that is until you’re really sick.  After Lyme’s 
Disease, my mind got super-fragile. I got very sensitive to being in the woods. 
I got really scared of these little tiny creatures, because one nearly devastated 
me in my twenties. I’m in remission now, but it will never go away because I 
had it for so long. I felt like having Lyme’s Disease broke my mind, and it has 

taken me a long time to piece things 
back together again. I no longer want 
to make fear-based choices. That’s why 
I’m living up here; it’s how I face my 
fears.

And, I think this place also chose me. 
There’s this sense that this is where 
I’m supposed to be. This is where I’m 
supposed to have a vineyard. There’s no 
immediate gratification in being up here. 
Living up here and having a vineyard up 
here has made me a more patient person. 

My father, being an immigrant from 
India, taught me a lot about legacy. I 
want this place to last far longer than 
I do. I want it and the wines grown 
here to be great long after I am gone. 
That’s what’s great about Burgundy; 
it’s not about the person, it’s about the 
vineyard. It’d be way better if my name 
was never mentioned and this was just 
considered a great, great vineyard. And 
whoever came in next after me would 
care for it and allow it to be what it 
needed to be in order for it to be great. 
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The easiest thing in life is to have an ego. The hardest thing is to just let go. 

As an old man, I want to break myself working here. I want to die up here. 

On being in tune with the vineyard:

The most important part of winemaking is being in tune with the vineyard – making 
the right choices in farming. It feels great when you’re in the winery, and you see 
the fruit come in at harvest. It looks great, it tastes great, and you know that it’s going 
to be a great wine because you’ve done your work in the vineyard. 

There are so many winemaker guys out there that are so full of shit when it comes 
to farming. You see them make these presentations, and they talk about how they’re 
so into their land, and you know for a fact that these guys, when they’re back home, 
are the kinds of guys that don’t even want to get dirty. There is so much bullshit in 
this business. 

What is terroir ?  

I see terroir as a triangle. It’s air or climate; it’s soil and it’s human. People are 
just as important to terroir. Listen, shit doesn’t make itself. Grapes don’t fall 
off the vine by  themselves  and fa l l  into  the  cel lar.  People make choices. I 
think the French understand that much more than we do here. You can’t 
disown that human component in terroir. 

On Parkerization and whether or not it exists: 

After phylloxera attacked the Napa Valley in the 1980s, we had to essentially tear 
out most vineyards and replant again. We basically planted with French rootstocks 
that pushed ripening. In France you need that type of rootstock because of early 
rains, but here, not necessarily. That’s when brix levels really started to rise. Then, 
because of a lack of skilled labor, these farming companies started to pop up, and 
they implemented the same farming techniques pretty much valley-wide. So, you 
have all of these vineyards 
that are being farmed pretty 
much the same way, so fruit 
starts to taste the same. They 
were all using the same kinds of 
equipment and implementing 
the same trellising systems, 
etc. Add to that the fact that 
you had all of these young 
vines that hadn’t been planted 
for long. Young vines can be so 
clumsy; t h e  f r u i t  c an  taste 
really weird, so folks started 
to improvise and add lots of 
new wood so that they could 
sell their wines upon release, 
so that they’d taste seductive. 
Those factors are what created 
this bigger, riper style. It wasn’t 
Parkerization. It’s much more 
complicated than that.
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On spirituality:

I believe in something far greater than I am, but I don’t consider myself a religious 
person. I know there’s something bigger out there; I just don’t know what it is, and 
I’m content not knowing what that is. It’s enough for me to know there’s something 
out there. I try to live a good life and try to be an honest, good person, which is really 
hard. I think a lot of people find religion so that they’ll have something or someone to 
forgive them if they fuck up.  Forgiving yourself is the hardest thing of all. You have to 
give that gift of forgiveness to yourself. No one else is going to give it to you. 

The older I’ve gotten, the more solace I take in knowing that life doesn’t escape 
anyone. That billionaire that everyone wants to be – he cries and feels alone like we 
all do at times. To be human is to be ridiculous, but also, hopefully, to be honest and 
vulnerable. 

Wine has brought purpose into my life that I never thought I would have. And it’s 
brought community into my life. And so I am very grateful for that. I’ll never be 
the best winemaker, or the best taster, or the best anything; but I hope to always be a 
fan – to just be into it…into wine and into this life. 
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