Mas des Chimères
Coteaux-du-Languedoc from Mas des
Chimères.

Guilhem Dardé getting busy.

Profile
For over 20 years, Guilhem Dardé meticulously tended his family vineyards and brought his grapes
to the local coop to be blended with the overproduction of his neighbors. Finally, he bought
winemaking equipment, scandalized the village and struck out on his own. With the 1993 vintage, he
tasted his own wine for the first time.

A self-described paysan-vigneron, Dardé approaches vinification with enthusiasm. His Coteaux is a
blend of about 70% Syrah, 20% Grenache and 5% each Cinsault and Mourvèdre; the proportions
vary according to the vintage. This wine is dark purple, with a ripe nose of cloves, cinnamon and
coffee, is spicy and concentrated on the palate. The considerable amount of tannin is balanced by
rich, soft matter and the finish is long, with notes of licorice, coffee and kirsch. This wine is aged in
barriques and bottled unfined and unfiltered. The abundance of pigments and solid matter results in
a noticeable sediment in the bottle.
Traditional methods are used in the vineyards: plowing, only copper and sulfur treatments, and
manual harvesting. In this remote corner of the Coteaux-du-Languedoc appellation, vines grow on
strips of clay/schist/granite soils forming terraces on the arid, strikingly red slopes (which indicates
decomposed basaltic slate, colored by iron). Poor soil and dry harsh weather conditions ensure low
yields and high concentration.
Dardé makes a series of other wines, but small quantities and success mean that none reach
America. Among those, L'Oeillade, made from Cinsault, is light and fruity, perfect for a summer wine;
L'Hérétique, a blend of Merlot and Cabernet, is a big, powerful, tannic wine; L'Ephémère, made with
Carignan, Grenache, Cabernet and Mourvèdre, is ripe, light and round; Cuvée Marie & Joseph
(named after Dardé's parents), from Carignan and Grenache, is big and spicy. The name of the
estate means House of Chimeras, and aptly describes the amount of faith, dreaming and daring it
took Dardé to change his life and become a winemaker.
Finding great winemakers like Dardé makes this a fun business!

Interview
This interview with Guilhem Dardé took place at L'Herbe Rouge in February 2012.
Tell us about Mas des Chimères.
We're located in Octon, a small village bordering the Salagou lake. It's about 50 km from the
Mediterranean, and we work with some very old soils. They're composed of compacted clay, and
have a deep red color because of of how rich they are in iron. These soils are 250 million years old,
dating back to when the first vertebrae were coming out of the water! It's from here that our Vin de
Pays du Salagou is made. Higher up, we are on a basaltic plateaux that resulted from volcanic
activity. This is where all the A.O.C Terre du Larzac comes from. We're a family estate started by my
grandfather. When I was a kid it was in polyculture: we had vines but it was a very poor area so most
people lived self sufficiently from their land.
Did your grandfather or father ever bottle independently?
It was very limited in my grandfather's days, mostly for friends and family. By the time my father had
taken over, the farm became a monoculture of vines. Then the cave cooperative opened in 1943. My
father joined it a year later and from then on we didn't make any wine at all. It was my decision to
leave in 1993, the first year I vinified and bottled everything independently.
What led to that decision?
As with any important decision, a number of factors. I was 40 years old. I'd been working with the
cave for 20 years and I began reevaluating myself and my work. At the cave, everyone was always

talking about quality, but their words didn't match their actions! It was a time when I'd begun
focusing on new varietals and smaller yields, and I was having a hard time selling them because the
cave wanted them to be cheaper! It got so bad that I actually starting selling my grapes at local
markets. I also sold some fruits from our farm, and it helped me makes ends meet...
But I also wanted to see things through with my work in the vines: when you work with a cave, you
give them the grapes and they make the wine however they see fit. I wanted to know what my soils
were truly capable of. It's funny because the grapes they paid me the most for at the cave ended up
being the grapes I like with the least!
What's the work in the vines like?
Four of us work full time both in the vines and cellar (I work with my wife, daughter and one
employee). During pruning season, we have two seasonal guys who help out. Everything is done by
hand: our soils are particular and very hard to work because of all the basalt. These are some very
hard volcanic rocks, so no mechanical work can be done (in fact it's restricted!). You need some
serious equipment, because otherwise you'll always be bending and breaking it. I have to repair my
stuff all the time! But the potential of these soils is incredible.
We're in a part of the Languedoc that is very isolated, so we're not sharing space in an intensive
monoculture. The vines coexist with with the rest of nature, so we don't feel the pressure of fungal
illness as much as some other regions. This is also because it's very dry here: there is no maritime
climate whatsoever. So we don't really have any problems with mildew, and we don't have bug
issues so no insecticides. Oidium is still a concern, so we stay vigilant.
Are you certified organic?
We've been working organically since the beginning but only got the certification in 2008.
Certification wasn't really a concern for us because we've always made a point to meet the people
we sell our wine to: they come visit the vines and the cellar, taste the wine, see how we do
everything Because they could see it with their own eyes, they didn't need the A.B on the label. In
the last three years though, I've gotten an increased demand from our importers, most notably in
Germany and Belgium, asking if we could add it because it makes the wine easier to sell. So as of
2011, I've added the a.b certification on the label.
What about the cellar?
We work with very little additives, and only use a little bit of S02 at bottling. Everything is made
with native yeasts.
What's your take on "natural wine"?
There's one thing I really don't appreciate, and that's when people position their wines by comparing
them to others. I don't like this attitude of opposition, and in my opinion, an "organic wine" or a "
natural wine" isn't what should matter. The most important thing is the wine be good. It's a bit of a
paradox in France right now, because their is actually a set of rules to follow in organic agriculture.
Ideally it means that everything that goes into the vines and the wine should be healthy for the
environment and for your health. This seems like common sense, but it's people like us that need to
pay an association to confirm and validate our work!
Another big issue is sulfur. This last vintage, my daughter and experimented, and

it's the first vintage I've ever made some wine with no added sulfur. However, I used preselected
yeasts for the fermentation, which led me to conclude that to make sulfur free wine, you need
fermentation to happen quickly and to start immediately. But since I feel that indigenous yeasts are
the true revealer of terroir, I want to keep using them. So the mentality now is that if everything
goes great I won't add any sulfur, but if a problem occurs, their's no way I'm not going to use any
and let my entire harvest go to the distillery.
What do you like to drink?
Like I said before, everything that's good! I love the wines of the Loire. What I have a hard time with
are really oaky wines and really heavy wines. They might seem impressive at a tasting, but then you
never end up drinking them. What really matters is if you want to drink more. My main criteria for
liking a wine is if the bottle is empty on the table.

Visits
This visit to Mas des Chimères took place in
July, 2012.

Words and photos by Jules Dressner.

Visiting the Dardés in Octon is always a pleasure. We've been working with them since Guilhem's
first independently bottled vintage in 1993, and over the years they have become great friends. This
summer we were able to catch up on life, do an extensive tour of the vineyards and taste upcoming
releases from 2010 and 2011.
After freshening up and unloading our bags, we walked to the center of Octon to try some recently
bottled wines in the official Mas des Chimères Caveau.

Because of a strong tourist presence year round, on premises sales are a huge part of the Dardé's
business. Guilhem really likes selling wine this way: tasting and explaining each cuvée directly to the
consumer, seeing their immediate reactions and knowing they are walking out happy is a very
rewarding process for him.
After finishing up with a particularly chatty couple, Guilhem locked the doors and we began tasting.

2010 is a lighter, less austere vintage than 09, and the 11 Oeillade we tasted was playful and fruity.
The 2010 Caminarèm had a beautiful nose, nice fruit and my tasting note says it was "really cool".
The 10 white has great acidity, and a late harvest Muscat Petits Grains (don't ask for some, they
barely make any) was a nice suprise.
As with most wines from the south of France, it's not uncommon to find alcohol percentages
reaching 15%, particularly with the reds. The secret is making sure that this alcohol is balanced with
acidity, fruit and structure as to not overpower the wine. Or as Guilhem puts it:
"Having fresh wines at 14,5 is not an art, it's a mystery!"
Mystery or not, the wines are indeed quite fresh. But unlike some of his neighbors who might be
using winemaking techniques like carbonic maceration to lighten the tannic structure and alcohol,
Guilhem's goal is simply to produce wines that reflect his terroir:
"We're evolving a little bit but I'm still trying to stay Languedoc. I want to drink my wines in 10-15
years."
We also talked about the great joys of working with the unknown:
"I think it's great how little we know about how our soils work. The best part of working organically
is that it forces you to be attentive."
Lunch consisted of cheese pizzas, an ongoing joke on Guilhem's part. You see, as a kid I was a very
picky eater, and on our first visit I refused to eat anything Palma had prepared. In such, they were
forced to go grab me a pizza. In the last 20 years, I don't think I HAVEN'T eaten a cheese pizza on a
visit to Octon. Anyway, after a DELICIOUS lunch, it was time for a long walk through the vines.

The landscape around the Salagou is defined by intensely red sand and clay (from all the iron and
oxide in them).

The first site we saw were Cinsault vines. In this parcel, Guilhem has progressively been replanting
in selection massale with picks from the last three years.

Guilhem pointed out problems he's having with these wild grasses growing between vines.

If you don't take care of these the competition becomes too much, and they are a pain in the ass.
Next were some Carignan vines which are rented.

Though they are in rows, this parcel was originally trained in gobelet. Unfortunately, the guy who
was renting them prior cut the arms of the vines off to get in there with his tractor. Even then, the
work was too hard for him so he gave them up.
"He worked these vines just long enough to mess them up!"
We continued our stroll over to some Grenache plantings.

Guilhem is completely discouraged by this particular area because he is surrounded by neighbors
who are going ham with excessive chemical use. Here is a picture from a neighboring vine:

And another from a new planting:

"I might sell it one day; I'm sick of being surrounded by chemists."

Besides the lack of even a single blade of grass, you might have also noticed the irrigation tubes in
both above pictures. While Guilhem has never irrigated, it is now the norm in the area. This
surprised me since I hadn't noticed irrigation systems once in the Roussillon, but Guilhem explained
that the vineyard's proximity to the Salagou lake means that most vignerons are goin' ham with
abusing all that available water. Many even irrigate the day before harvest!
"And if they had access to water like this in the Roussillon, they'd be doing it too!"
The final parcel we checked out were some Terret vines that had been worked chemically for years.

In the three years Guilhem's been converting them, this is the first time he's actually seen grass
grow here.
After our long walk, we had a beer in Octon's center square. Zaggy was very tired from it all.

Later that night over dinner (no cheese pizzas!), the conversation was going strong. In a particularly
quotable (and somewhat paraphrased) moment, Guilhem said something like:
"My son was 4 and had never been sick. His first year in elementary school, he was ill all the time.
He was exposed to all types of germs and bacteria that he was never exposed to before. And if you're
not full of antibiotics, you learn to adapt, to survive. Paul's been fine since. It's the same for the
vines!"

Wines

"VdP des Coteaux du Salagou":
Soil: Sand and clay. The soil's deep red color is due to its high content of iron and oxide. Blocks of
basalt (black stone) are present from the volcanic eruptions of vallée du Salagou.
Grapes: 85% Merlot, 15% Cabernet Sauvignon
Vinification: Grapes are destemmed. Pigeage and remontage. Slow 4 week fermentation in barrel.
Aged in barrel for 12 months in old oak.

VdP du Coteaux du Salagou "Oeillade":
Soil: Sand and clay. The soil's deep red color is due to its high content of iron and oxide. Blocks of
basalt (black stone) are present from the volcanic eruptions of vallée du Salagou.
Grape: Cinsault
Vinification: all grapes are destemmed. Pigeage and remontage as needed.

A.O.C Coteaux du Languedoc:
Soil: Basalt (black stone) plateau
Grapes: 45% Syrah, 37% Grenache, 9% Mourvèdre, 9% Carignan
Vinification: grapes are destemmed. Careful pigeage and remontage. 6 weeks of fermentation and
maceration in barrel for the Syrah, 2 months for the Grenache. The wine is then aged in 400L and
600L barrels for 12 months.

A.O.C Coteaux du Langedoc "Terrasse de Larzac":
Soil: Basalt (Black Stone) plateau
Grapes: 20% Cinsault, 20% Syrah, 20% Grenache, 20% Mourvèdre, 20% Carignan
Vinification: Grapes are destemmed. The juice is then blended depending on each varietal's
maturities. Careful pigeage and remontage. Aged in 400L and 600L barrels for 12 months.

