THAILAND: HONOURS FOR VINEYARD OWNER

ORIENTAL

GRAND CRU

Unique among his countrymen, Pathom Vongsuravatana took the bold decision to buy a French vineyard.
Now he is at the forefront of importing wine to the Asia Pacific region. Ken Barrett reports

THAILAND

he number of Thai owners
of French vineyards can be
counted on one finger -
namely the genial Pathom
Vongsuravatana who a few
ars ago purchased the run-down
hateau Saint-Lo in the Saint Emilion
gion of Bordeaux and has since had
ie satisfaction of seeing its wine
‘come a grand cru.
More than this, at the recent Board
Investment Expo in Thailand - a
wantic affair that was reported locally
-have attracted a million-and-a-half
sitors — Chateau Saint-Lo was offi-
illy honoured and its label now
oudly bears the words Cabinet du
emier Ministre (Office of the Prime
iinister), to which the Bol is attached.
All this was making Pathom a very
'ppy man, he confirmed, on a recent
Jtto Bangkok for meetings with the
inaeement of the historic Oriental

S

hotel which, along with its two city
shops, 1s Thailand’s sole outlet for
Saint-Lo at present.

Any thoughts that Pathom may
simply be a wine-loving businessman
are, however, quickly dispelled upon
meeting him, for, accompanied by his
French wife Martine, and speaking
French as his second language, it is
quickly apparent that France and
wine have become his entire life.

A Thai of Chinese descent — his |

family originally came from South
China’s Shantou region, whose
people form the largest part of
Thailand’s Chinese community -
Pathom originally set out to have an
academic career.

‘1 grew up in Korat, My father,
Damrong, was a merchant who
owned rice mills and had a rice liquor
concession from the Thai govern-
ment. He made the popular Chinese

Winemaker and importer Pathom with his French wife Martine

medicines of the day. But | was too
young and too serious to care about
all of that. After graduating from
Assumption College, my father let me

I had always had
this dream of owning
my own vineyard
producing the best
wine possible. It took
me more than 20
years but | did it’

Pathom Vongsuravatana

go to France to get my PhD in
economics. The university [ went to
was in Bordeaux.’

Gainine his doctorate in 1959,
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Pathom began to wonder about h
intended career path, which had be¢
to return to Thailand and becorr
a lecturer at Kasesart Universit
Meeting and marrying Martine,
knew that France had become h
home. But as he explains, there is n¢
much call for Thai economics lectu
ers in France. Another career w:
needed, and so, encouraged by frienc
in Bordeaux, he began to study tt
| brandy business.

In the 1960s, the Far East ha
become the world’s biggest mark«
for Cognac, absorbing more tha
50% of France’s annual productio

There was no one better place
than Pathom, who knew his wa
around Asia and understood Asia
ways, to succeed in this market,

He became an export manage
with a firm named Larson, but it wa
when he increased their business 1(
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iold during the course of a single year
*hat he realised he would be better off
working for himself.

He became a broker and exporter,
ichieving high-volume sales in Japan
ind Hong Kong,

He added Armagnac to his prod-
uct range, and saw that succeed also.
Realising the importance of brand
names and packaging for the Asian
markets, Pathom created his Rois des
Roi Cognac and Prince d"Armagnac
labels, and his fame and fortune grew.

‘Thais are developing
a great taste for wine,
and | want them to
enjoy some of mine'

Pathom Vongsuravatana

‘Even so, I had always had this
dream of owning my own vineyard,
producing the best wine possible,” he
says. ‘It took me more than 20 years,
but I did it.”

Having studied viniculture at
Bordeaux University prior to setting
out on the Cognac trail, Pathom was
aware of the pitfalls of such a move.
Nonetheless, he was undeterred.
Pathom and Martine began their
search in the mid 1980s, going to see
all the Bordeaux vineyards that came
on to the market.

‘[ knew the history of every vintage

OWN VINEYARD
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Vongsuravatana’'s wines have accolades from the French wine industry and the Thai governmen

in the region, and I knew the best and
the worst, and why,’ he says.

Armed with this information, he
did not intend to make a costly
mistake. It was in 1990 that
Chéteau Saint-Lo came on the
market, and Pathom knew that his
search was over. It had been one of
the great Saint Emilion vineyards
but the owners had died and the
estate had been allowed to fall
into disrepair.

[t was to take three years of hard
work, and a lot of money - some
US$3 million for start-up costs alone
—to restore the 16th century chateau
and the vineyards back to their
former glory.

he Chateau Saint-Lo wines
had until 1986 borne the
appellation grand cru,
awarded by the French
government’s [nstitut Nat-
ional Appellation d’Origin, but had
lost it during what Pathom says were

the disaster years of 1986-91. His

first goal was to win it back, which he
did in 1992.

More was to come, however. The
second picking of grapes produces a
wine named ’Ermitage de Saint-Lo,
and in 1993 this too gained the

Currently producing 75,000 cases
a year, but expecting this to rise
quickly to 100,000, Pathom is choos-
ing his future export markets very,
very carefully. Now, he says, as with
Cognac and Armagnac all those years
ago, he sees a tremendous potential
in Asia,

The Japanese market is becoming
an important one for him, and
Thailand too. The Thais are devel-
oping a great taste for wine, ‘and |
want them to enjoy some of mine,’
he says.

Through trading company Italthai,
who also own the majority shares
of the Oriental, Saint-Lo is being
brought into Thailand and sold
through the hotel’s very upmarket
restaurant outlets. It is also being
sold in the two Oriental Shops
in Bangkok.

“The response has been great,’ says
the Oriental’s food and beverage
manager Jonas Schuermann. ‘Not
just in our restaurants but also in
the shops.

‘At our newest shop, in Lake
Rajada Complex, it immediately
became our best selling wine.

‘That proves that the Thai people,
who are only just becoming used to
the idea of taking wine home to

hearts,” he said. ‘I think there
great deal of national pride invol
here.’

Pathom has become very »
known, and he is greatly liked
respected by the Thai people.

‘Butalso it is a very good wine,
as we are selling it in the shops
what by Thai standards is a rea:
able price (it retails at around US
per bottle with Thai import dt
amounting to 123%), it is alr
tailor-made for the market here.’

Golden touch
Pathom’s youngest son, Rapl
has now joined his father in exg
ing Saint-Lo to the Asian mar]
Raphael himself is also showiny
family’s golden touch.

For his own doctoral thesis h
a study of Father Guy Tachard.
of Louis XVI's emissaries to the ¢
of King Narai. Publishing
work commercially under the ti
Jesuit in the Court of Siam,
currently enjoying critical and fi
cial success.

And Pathom?

In Bangkok, he is delighted t
friends that France’s Le Monde
called him a ‘Cocktail That’ - litc

the most frangophile of all his ft

el ¢ N
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Personality

Chintana Ratanarak

(hateau Saint-Lo — Thai

For Pathom Vongsuravatana, there is only one worthy
ambition: Making the best wine in the world.” At his
Chateau Saint-Lo in the Saint Emilion wine-growing

region of Bordeaux, this is exactly what he is doing — and

according to the wine connoisseurs and critics, succeeding!

Martine and Pathem in the chateau cellar.
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“ INE. comes from heaven, it is
God'sgilttahispeople. Ttisalive:
it has a history aned an inheril-
ance, In wine vou can find every-

thing in life, even love.

For Pathom Vongsuravatana, to wax lyrically
ahoul the virtues of wine is not unusual; he has been
singing its praises for 40-add years. Ever since his
doctoral student days al Bordeaux University, where
his fellow classmates, many of them the sons and
daughters of the region's wine-growers, first intro-
duced him to the mysteries of wine,

And for Pathom wine is indeed a “mistery” —
and a passionate one al that. “Otherwise how to
explain and understand wine's contribution to
history and why even the Romans, 2,000 years ago,
could go into battle over the merits of one vintage
over another's.

“Wine lives, it has genes, intelligence and even
maladies of ils own,” he says, slipping into French
which has become his second language.

And what is his first? “Thai, of course. | grew up
in Karat. My father, Damrong, was a merchant who
owned rice mills and had a rice liquor concession
from the Thai Government. He made the popular
Chinese medicines of the day. But [ was too young
and oo serious to care about all of that. After gradu-
aling from Assumption College, my father let me go
lo France to get my PhD in Economics.

“The university 1 selected — well, actually they
selected me — was in Bordeaux. the hest wine-grow-
ing region of France. Bul that was still all new to me
then. And [couldntsay, like the French writer Francois
Mauriac did when he exclaimed his preference for
Bordeaux wines, 'My father preferred Burgundy. Me,
[ prefer the wine!” As if, there were no wines other
than those of Bordeaux. However there®ire many,
myself included, who agree with him."

At that time, France was only to be Pathom's
stepping stone to a career as a university lecturer at




land ‘conquers’ Bordeaux

1

Kasetsart Universily. At least, that was what he had in
mind. But then there was France itself, the cullure,
the language, the wine and “yes” — Martine —the
young girl he met while visiting the library in Tours to
“improve his vocabulary”. She would change his
mind about all that.

She was 18, he was 21; and for Marline, Pathom
was the “most handsome and exotic man | had ever
met"”. While for Pathom, so enamoured was he of her
blue eyes, "“so like the colour of the sky in Touraine,”
there was nothing else to do but recite Romeo and
Juliet, to her, verse by verse, much to her surprise
and astonishment.

Marriage came next, there was no other way.
Then after the first two children — a boy and a girl —
arrived, the family packed their bags and returned
to France which has been home ever since..

France's prestigious journal Le Monde hascalled
Pathom a “Cocktail Thai — the most francophile of all
his fellow Thai compatriots”. And he is the first and
only one to possess avineyard and chaleau in France.
The Chateau Saint-Lo is a family estate with Renais-
sance-style cellars, is 45 kilometres from the city of
Bordeaux, and is “of the same vintage as Sukothai,”
says Pathom proudly.

But the chateau and the vineyard didn’t become
his until 1990, after Pathom had taken the profes-
sional course in viniculture at Bordeaux University
and had proved himself an able cognac, armangnac
and brandy broker. He was the first to successfully
penetrate the Asian market with his Kois des Roi
cognac and Prince d’Armagnac labels.

Martine working in the vineyard.

Sideway to Chateau Saint-Lo.

“What does one do with a doctorate in Econom-
ics in France?” Mot much, he says, especially if
you have a growing family to feed. This was his
explanation of why he so readily agreed to turn his
hobby into a career. There was also another, more
praclical, reason.

markel for cognac and it absorbed more than 50

per cenl of France's total annual production.
Pathom was al the right place at the right time for
there were few, if any, who knew their way around
and understood Asian ways.

Pathom was a God-send and quickly became a
top broker. But the dream of one day owning a
vineyard and producing his own wine persisted,
nagging at his outer consciousness until, he made
the decision — “My own vineyard, nothing less,
producing the best wine possible.”

In 1990, after five years of searching, Pathom
finally realised his dream. The Chateau Saint-Lo came
on the market. It had been one of the great Saint
Emilion vineyards but when the owners had died four
years before, the property had not been kept up and
was in need of extensive repairs.

“When you love something very much and you
want it more than anything, you don't think about the
difficulties,” says Pathom, playing down the three
years of hard work and the money — “lots of money,

I N the 1960s, the Far East was the world’s biggest

75 million baht” — that it would take to bring the
chateau and the vineyards back to their earlier glory.

The Chateau Saint-Lo wines had until 1986, borne
the appellation, grand cru, awarded by the French
Government's Institute Nationals Appellation d'Origin
(INAO), but had lost it following, what Pathom says,
were the disaster years, 1986-t0-1992.

His first goal was to win il back. And this was
accomplished for his Chateau Saint-Lo wine in 1992.

Now, although as deeply committed as ever to
his chateau and his vineyard, he wants to bring his
wines “home to Thailand”, and has enlisted the help
of his youngest son, Raphael, in the project.

Why?*“Because Thailand isdeveloping a taste for
good wines and 1 want them to try and enjoy some of
mine. And then too, there is something in me that will
always be Thai. [ would love to be able to plant grapes
and make wine here and this [ will surely investigate;
but it will be up to my son to take care of that.

“And I'm sure he will for he loves Thailand as
much as 1 do. For his doctoral thesis he did a study
of Father Guy Tachard, one of Louis XVIs emissaries
to the court of King Narai. A Jesuit in the Court of
Siam, his published thesis, has already won Raphael
several prestigious literary awards and stirred up
a lot of interest in the country’s history. So you see,
French wines and Thailand have a lot of growing
together to do.”
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Pathom: Oriental ahop will sell his wine hers.

K t-b Pathom V
“tans, making 8

return

ind’s wine king savours h

INTERVIEW

vigit to Thailand with his French wife
M.mne and son Raphael, holds his
wine glass up to the light, sniffs the
bouguet and lapees inlo a aoliloquy
on Lhe virtues of o fine wine, his 1083

. Chateau Saint-lo, a Saint Emilien
. grand cru.

. No, he is not being unduly proud
His wine, the product of a 16th-centu-

.ry family estate that he purchase! in

1590 — “rescued” might be n better
word — has won the nght to the Litle
“grand cru”, awarded by the French
government s Tnstitute Pgnlionu]e Ap-
pelintion d'Qrigine (INAD) after two
years of trys

Why the deﬁny" Because the cha-
teaw acll and the surrounding 100

. rai of vinevards had been senously

neplected following the denth of the

" former proprigtors, the older Chaton-

wla, in 1085,

Tt had besn one of the great Saint
Emilion vineyards but when the par-
ents died, within one month of each

« other, the twa childran had let it (1%

sayn Mr Pathom.

ive disartrous years lollowed from
1986-81, nnd it Look a lot ol love, work
and money to bring Lhe properly
back,

The first  indication that Mr
Pathom had been able to revive the
quality came in 1992, when the vin-
tage tasted after the first ferments-
tion and again, months later in the
vat, was deemed worthy of the appel-
lation “Saint-Emilion Grand Cru” by

INAD authorities.

For Mr Pathom, it was a day of

If Pathom Vongsuravatana hadn’t become
infatuated with the region’s wines while at

Bordeaux

University,

Chatcau Saint-Lo

would have passed into history without a
Thai connection, Joyee Rainat reports

glory, erowning his eforts that had
begun 40 vears hefore, when as sn
economice ¥tudenl he war sitling for
his PhDD at Dordeaux University.

“I had graduated from Asedmplion
College in 1953, when il wae still in Si
Rncha nind then, with my father's per

1978 was a year of trl-
umph for Mr Pathom,
when Japan became the
world’'s number one
market for armagnac

migsion, | decided Lo go to France and
take a gradunte degree,” he recalls
T liked Prordeaus University and 1
liked my fellow sturdents, most of
them wona of families from the region,
known and oppreciated as one of the
great, if nol Lhe greatest wine-grow-
ing area of France.
“They were the ones who intro-
dueed me (o the Nordenux wines and
Laught me how to appreciate them, Tt

wns fun, my studies went well and in
1858, 1 was awarded my‘doctorate in
econnmics.”

In the meantime, Mr Puthom spent
a month in Taure — "the garden of
France™ = to improve hie Fronch
since the lanpuage there is gaid to be
the purest. He acquired not only a
lnrger vocabulary but a wife ne well

Thun it was hack to Dangkok's Ka-
selsart University in 1960, as a lectur-
er in cconomics, with hie wife and
two young children, but Mr Pathom
wasn't happy and longed to return to
France with his family, But what to
da

""Devote mysell to what the French
did best: wines and cognacs,” was his
Tirst thought.

In 1960, mure than 60% of the
French copnae market was in the Far
Fant. llong Kong alone, with a popu-
lation of five million, consumed 12
million bottles of cognac a year. The
four top hrands were Hennesey, Mar-
tel, Courvoisier and Remy. Martin,
and a handful of others were explor-
ing markeling possibililies.

1n a bald move. Pathom offered his
services as o “Far East marketing
expert” 1o 13 “small and select” co-
gnac companies and received a posi-
Live response from’11 of them,) ¢

He chome Larssn’'— too big
good quality and with a bright .Fu

IS success

unce nnd enough profcnlmm] know-
how, to get back to his “first love" -
wine and where else but in Bordeaux?

From 1985, the hunt wason. "Every
time 1 heard of & vineyard heing up
for sale, | was there with Martine to
look it over. 1 knew the history of
every vinlage in the region and |
knew the best years and the warst
ones and why.

“Put | had no luck in finding what |
wanted until 1990, when the two chil-
dren, the role surviving heirs of the
Chatonets and fighting among them-
selves, had abruptly decided o put
the Chatesu Saint-Lo on the market.
Thnew thie was the one that was right
far me.”

Mr Palhom describes the ng-ror.m
ing period as “hard and furious™
There sere other compatilors for the
propert Inll “wu were quicker,” he
save, The victory would cost’ him 75
million hnllt — and that was just the
initial investment.

“Pathom;
.Vongsuravatan

- 'l knew the history of ev-
ery vintage in'the ragl’on'

‘ture” "— and only realited after 'he "' and | knew the'best **

had raised their sales 10
. year that he had made,
1t was time Lo start over a
ﬁrll.. Jm:plre for his future
| independent broker, e enrolled :in
¢ theviniculture course — “lor profes-
onals only” — at Dordeaux ::wnr-
8 l# hiz old’ alma mater.. .
| he following year, 1964, saw Inr.n
| renowing contacis with,cognac: wine
growern, cooperalives and distillers;
hing his first label, Hoi dos:
in three yenrs, he had es-
d a foothold as nymber six in
cognac’s biggest m Japan,, ..

Dut the late 19608 (saw  co
rices spiralling dangerously an Mr
F‘nt!\om felt there wans eeal poasibill-1
markst..H
\\lpmlh -another idea — to mlrod.necl
armagnac on ithe: market.”* {in
Like mlnm:. it I'Il: brandy- f

! tha distric
different; from oo;n
distilled only once,

 lvea refined and had s

' cr taste. “Cognac is

gnac is more like \'!lul-.
1n April 1974, Mr Pathom decided’
 to take a gamble and introduce his’
Prince d" Armagwlc into leln with

i 100 cases — 1 i
In the begin

slow Lut he had bee:

forging ‘an opening

‘market to build close pa

tionships, spending ns mich natwo or

. three months of the yes B0

! thing - his French eam Inr,l

never thought to 'doi -
-By 1878, in what Mr, Fm-u- .

! his personal mumph, Japan was the.

:;m;

b onu andwh ’

ntes, but im

years and the wors

Il lrnu]d u\h m th n
another 75 million baht. ‘f\ the
v:rw ard and the chateau'up to, ll-ln

The chateau. itsell"had 1o be
mpqred the wine cellars renovated
*and modemnisod, and “entirely new
bel.l.l:n facilities brought in,” 7",

irat year,‘says’ ¢ Pathiom:the
qunhl_\r whasnot up lo whnu-e wanled
instead of bottling’ \mnli' he nold
it ln ‘athers, M 4
nm, cuttin n"lhghnrvul
ow bol.l.lu l.}\ulll!‘ had i un-
prnved‘l

‘ta [:va'i

w ee)li
the Bt Emllion Gra Cr\a
mitage de Saint-Lo
Wine sales are
cal, ha'says, with th
ported to anmlr.‘: Belg
‘many.So {ar, Mr' Pathom*says, 'he

vhasn't looked too déeplyat winesales -
in the Far East Mh be did, intro-

. duce the*'grand cru”):Chatesu Saint-
LoindJa

a special wi
_ Oriental

k, at
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T'S no secret that wine is gaining

popularity in Thailand. There are
enough staged wine testings to attest
to that. But did you know that Thais
have also become vineyard propric-
tors? Pathom Vongsuravatana, is
the proud owner of the 16th century
Chateau Saint-Lo in the French wine-
growing region of Bordeaux, while
Ekachai Mahaguna boasts that his
California Sonoma Valley vintages,
from his Domaine St George, are
about as good as they can get. It will
be up to our Thai wine connoisseurs
to decide for themselves, Butisn't it
nice to know that there is no area of

art or expertisc that “we” Thais can't master!
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