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Rajeev Samant wants to make great wine in India
STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARK GRAHAM
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wine of rree qualicy, 3 bomegrown product made with mtemas-

viomal rechanbkques

Irsterest has been such that Suls can barely meet the demand
o s three n wines—=Sauvignon Blanc, Chenin Blanc and a
mithode chamgwnone sparkling wite made from local wlde grapes

and Chenin Blanc. Recent additions wo the smsll sable are o
bheh Zinfandel. sxade froem grapes prowm on the eitate, and an

impotred leas Merlor, the latter labeled under the name
Sarcri. Before long, Sela will introduce its fire red wine, 3
Cabemet Ssuvignon fleshed cur with a small asncunt of Shires,
again mide from locally grown grapes

“We are pretty much selling everything we are producing

Samant says. “We have started petting inguinies from abroad
This yenr we will do 8,000 cames, compared 1o e year’s 4,000,
et year. | think we could goup o 12,0000

Betrer than good, bisness locks 1o be on the venge of boom-
ing- “This ¥ ing profit and a small
profit after depreciation conts,” Samant says. "In another two
years, we should be able to pay off car kooss. It 5 8 very capinal-
interdive Bunktes, espocially for o searnep fike oum. And all o
sigpplies have to be brought in. ' We impore corks from Pormugal,
fiodl From Spaln, yeast from Awstralia and barrels from France.™

There mre ocher obstacles 10 surmount. Drinking alochel, for a
mulrirude of cconomic, relipious and oultenal ressons, = not a
g panet of Indian calnare. Only the bigeer cities have the ban
and pightchils comimon in the Wes. Pur Sula’s timing hos coin-
cided nicely with India’s nwakening from an extersled perind of
coonamic slimber. Curesu government policy i 10 relax previ-

we will make an

climate duta and realized it was similar to parts of Sonoma from a
grapegTowing point of view."

But Sonoma was a workd away, and Samant needed specialised
knowledge that was not availsble locally, Enver Califormnia- based
winemaker Kerry Dnmskey, whose conultancy, Teroirs, has been
involved with Sula since: the eagly days. During theee decadies in
the buines, Damskey has overeen start-ups and designed pro-
ducrion sysems that can crank ot millions of cases of wine

Damskey fint visited the site in 1995, “When | was fisi ap
proached, my initial resction wus ‘] didn’s know they had wine
in India,” Damskey says. Now he knows better. Tt was wery ex-
citing, 2 real adventure. My role bere b in Jefining the viskon
and creatiog o rosd map.”

He adds that Sala’s product showcaes serios winemaking
“The Sauvignon Blanc has 2 floral intensizy. It also has the chas-
acter of New Zeaband o Soush Africa, with both minesal con
vent and seructuse.”

The poculiaritses of the damate—year-round dnty heat and
diyness, alleviated by a momsoon between Junc and
Seprember—prevents the vines from undergoing dheir ussal win-
tex shut-down. To deal with thes, Sula’s staff prunes after hamves
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and sves new shoots, which become fruiting canes for the fol-
Fomwing year's Crop.

Waszer, the most precious commodity of all in the bone-dry
samesers. in rural India, comes from an expansive bke, locared 2
short stroll from the scenic 35-acre Sula Vineyards. All the
main winery building weve constructed from scrarch, as was a
runch-ityle, fosr-bedroom house designed by wp architect
Ruhel Mebaoten, whi has spudsed ot che Harvard Design School
and whose résumé incledes corporste offices, privare homes,

miseams ansd an cophansge.

Anather common hidden cont appears. to have been avoided,
o ut et minimied. In 3 country where balaheesh ("bribery™) &
a way of life. the winery boss chima o have had no moukle witk
shakedomm

=kt s fonaticee, bt theie have boon fo magor demands,” Samans
mye “Authorirics Rave all sorms of dacrerionarn ez They
can sbust down youz plans and dhere s nothing you can do aboer
ir. Before we wamed, it wook w 18 months o ger 2 ol of 200
signacacs. The village head man also had o give his asscer™

Moe exacaly the perfocr sinuasion into which a winsmalkieg neo-
phyee could phange. But Senars fvosens licwer probliems for stan-
wps i ek R

“Thing are chanping.” he maimasns. “A
roesd of 10 new wineries hove now spplisd

fox licemses.”

This is just one of the many ways in
which b-crawling ciry kid has aken
the nuscent Indisn wine business by
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stogm. Far from being the white elephans
veaeure predicred by the head-shakers
and naysayers, Sula i gamering positive
reviews, srd ins borrlings ase now found at
top restasrands and hotel bars in India.
Samant’s marketing b simple and effec-

tive: Suls pisches itself as the fint Indian
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tertainment ed| oo Do T T Ty
Samant’s longtime pal. *People here don’t know that much
about wing, Bur they do know the image. 1 think Rajeev i cul-
wating 8 wine cultere in bndia ™

Twe other people heavily imnolved in the wine boom see sl
friench of Saemnt, Imporser Samgry Merson amd Amencen k]
Akerkar see i m their misson to educste peo-

rentausateur B
phe abeut wene, not just make o quick buck from selling it

*Some people e knowledgeable and others drink wine be-
cause it is the thing 10 do.” sap Akerkar, who stocks Sols and

cther Indis-made wines ar his fnhionable Indigo restaarane,
alorg with bortling froem Bordesu,

] wondd ey thae, by snd large, aroematic MNew Work] wines ae
mare poprilar here than the big French wines. e has to do wigh the
elimae and the food. | think Suba is producing verv good snd very
drinkshle wine, We have & on our wine ls—ie wouldd be |
oot 2o, hocmse i & 3 feddeg endoarey which we wane to suppaoer.”

Wi tastimgs ars] wieery v by suppliens are all part of the
long-tange progrem, designed to put Suls firmly on the map

foeriin and Auseralio

a

Intemarionally, distributors are being sought in the United
Sewtes and rhe United Kingdom with the aim of making Suls an
aption on Indian restausant wine lsts, the hope being that un =
socistion will form in mach the me way Toingrao beer res-
coutes with Chirese restaurant diners

In the face of all this aggressive expanaion, Samant'’s skeptical
Friends have hal to ear humble ple—accompanied, of coune, by
a gl of Sssvignon Blanc. The winemaker s now a repular host
o Beenbayines keen 1o leave their elite clube, baes and resa-
ranuts 1o see the winery firthand: venturing into reeal India i of-
ten a= novel for them as it was originally for Semmanr

=Almost all my Friends are tn Fankmg, consuliancy oo the me-
dia,” says Samane. *Originally, they wondered why [ wanted o
head out 1o this podivesken place. They locked at me as if | had
pone mad—rhey thought 1 womld bose my dhire.

*1 kove coming ep to the winery now. There are not many pro-
Feasons where you can get 2 I like this, Theee o gress karea
wherever you go. Do open fior you.™
Mk Grashem is a freelamoe seriter and photographer based in Homg Kong




