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volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
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VERSAILLES MAN!
JEAN-CHARLES BOISSET IN CONVERSATION

By Alf Nucifora

French by birth, but proud American by choice and disposition, Jean-Charles Boisset has captured the 
attention and respect of  the wine world in a relatively short period of  time. Fluent in four languages, 
and a flamboyant, but a thoughtful and considered extrovert, this man of  passion, wanderlust, creativity 
and ceaseless entrepreneurial energy has embarked on a still-early journey that has seen his organization 
acquire legacy brands and venture on a pathway that the less adventurous among the wine elite have been 
unwilling to tread. 

A prolific author and lover of  fine books and luxe brands, his personal design aesthetic has been described 
as “opulent French parlor, and over the top.” With a burgeoning empire that now encompasses more than 
24 wineries, multiple tasting rooms, celebrity collaborations, and established brands such as the revered 
Oakville Grocery, this empresario of  wine and taste manages his portfolio of  ventures in a manner akin 
to an orchestral conductor. 

From Vougeot to Napa – A circuitous route
I was born in Vougeot, a tiny village of  176 inhabitants in the Bourgogne-Franche-Comté 
region of  France. In 1961, my parents started a winery in our home. I witnessed my par-
ents opening the door, siphoning out of  the barrel located in the living room, serving a 
piece of  cheese and presenting the wine. Until they bought their first vineyards in 1964, 
they were making wine or buying almost-finished wines and aging them in the living 
room. 

Until I packed my bag and left home when I was 15, education for me was an intimate af-
fair – 18 students in a small local school. During my high school years, I had the pleasure 
of  coming to the United States on multiple occasions. My ultimate dream was to create a 
new life here. So, I got accepted into the French International School in Washington D.C. 
where I received my French Baccalauréat – the qualification for university admission. My 
parents, generous as always, bought the airline tickets and provided modest living expense 
money, because as a 16-year-old foreigner you couldn’t work in the United States.
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Upon graduation, my next stop was the London Busi-
ness School, where I graduated at age 21 with a business 
degree. I adored London. Aside from its free-wheeling 
and welcoming spirit, it gave me an introduction to a 
very cosmopolitan lifestyle – rubbing shoulders with 
people of  all classes, cultures and religions. I have a fas-
cination with the worlds of  creativity, arts and antiques, 
and in England, you develop a great respect for a period 
that epitomizes those worlds ― the Victorian era.  

A twelve-month practicum with Deutsche Bank in 
Frankfurt was followed by a job in the middle of  no-
where – Oil City, Pennsylvania, working as a sales an-
alyst for a safety equipment company. Initially, I took 
the job to satisfy mandatory French military service re-
quirements (anyone could do it at the time, serving a 
company or your country abroad), but I met wonderful 
people and acquired an authentic understanding of  life 
and business in a small American town. It was a great 
lesson and experience on all facets of  American life. 

What I wanted to be when I grew up
My formal schooling continued at UCLA, where I pur-
sued a master’s degree in Economics. I was never truly 
committed to a business career, but I was influenced by 
parents conditioned by war -- little money, fearful of  be-
ing destitute, and highly-respectful of  the professional 
class – lawyers, doctors and their ilk. A career in business 
was my default position at the time… it seems. 

From an early age, I was something of  a dilettante. I 
never really knew with certainty whether or not I’d fol-
low my parents into the wine business. My dream was 
always to blend creativity with audacity and discipline. 
And I wanted to build a lasting enterprise, still unde-
fined in my mind, in the process. I knew that I wanted 
to be an entrepreneur, not a member of  the corporate 
management ranks. If  I went into finance, it wouldn’t be 
banking, it would be as a venture capitalist. If  I was to be 
a marketer, it wouldn’t involve working in the trenches 
of  a traditional company like Procter & Gamble, in spite 
of  my admiration for its discipline.

Catching the wine bug
I had the pleasure of  experimenting with wine at the 
early age of  four or five. Initially, I was captivated by 
Chardonnay. By age seven, I began to favor red wines. 
I remember finishing off three glasses of  wine, and that 
was the beginning of  my close affection for the great 
Burgundian pinot noir. 

My parents had a small wine import business based in 
San Francisco which they were not sure what to do with. 
So, while I was still at grad school in Los Angeles, they 
said, “Go check it out.” My response was, “You can’t 
part ways with it! The U.S. is the biggest market.”  They 
said, “Well, be our guest. Go on with it!” My parents 
were smart. They knew that this was the way to corral 
me into the wine business. As a result of  that “fix it” ini-
tiative, I said to my family, “You’ve got to buy something 
in Sonoma” ― which we did.  We bought Lyeth. They 
then said, “Well, now that we’ve spent all this money, 
how are you going to make it work?” I said, “Don’t wor-
ry. I’m moving.” So, I transferred to University of  San 
Francisco, and finished my master’s degree there.  

By the mid ‘90s, the family had acquired a few win-
eries in France – Bouchard Aine & Fils, J. Moreau & 
Fils and Taffelin. Soon after, we branched out into the 
Beaujolais region, and with borrowed money, expanded 
further into the Rhone Valley. At the end of  that expan-
sion drive, we had established a stable business with ten 
wineries. Meanwhile, back in the United States, we were 
also building a nice business, making wine under our 
own label but subcontracting everything in the process – 
a pure négociant business. 

In 2003, a friend alerted me that DeLoach Vineyards 
was up for sale. I took me eight trips to close the deal, 
and it was game-changer, because we began to be recog-
nized as a local producer. That makes a huge difference. 
The wine business in the United States used to be com-
prised of  80% imports. That’s reversed today.

In 2009, we bought Raymond Vineyards, because it was 
a winery with enormous potential that I deeply loved. 
The winery was owned by Mitsubishi, who was already 
our importer in Japan, in addition to the Raymond fam-
ily who retained a minority share of  the winery’s own-
ership. I went to see them every year saying, “When are 
you ready to sell?” We’ve added on to the Raymond 
acreage with the purchase of  neighborhood properties 
so that we now have more than 460 acres under the 
Raymond name. 

It took me three attempts before we could land Buena 
Vista in 2011. I first visited the winery with my family 
when I was 11 years old and fell in love with it. I remem-
ber touching the walls and saying, “This is the winery 
we must have.” 



Photos by Lowell Downey, Art & Clarity



21 spring 18

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer 

CANVASSING WINE COUNTRY

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer 

ph
ot

o:
 jo

na
th

an
 d

oe

 32 summer 19

I lost the one I always wanted, Louis Martini, which was 
acquired by my father-in-law, because we had to select 
between Louis Martini and a Beaujolais property. It was 
a mistake, of  course. But I’ve got my eyes on two very 
iconic Napa properties which I know we could turn into 
masterpieces if  we could get our hands on them. Who 
knows?

Winemaker vs. Conductor
I’ve made wine for many years, but it’s the” styling” 
that I enjoy the most. After we’ve developed a vision of  
the taste profile, and of  the person who enjoys drinking 
it, I bring that vision to life. For example, I knew with 
Raymond Vineyards that we wanted to bring centrality, 
elegance and femininity to Napa Valley. So, I’m more a 
director of  style, than a pure winemaker. As in the kitch-
en, I’d rather direct than make – taste the sauce rather 
than set up the mise en place – blend the wine rather 
than tend to the grapes. In retrospect, “conductor” is a 
better word for what I do. If  I’m overly involved in the 
day-to-day minutiae, then I’ll risk losing that important 
sense of  time, place and creative opportunity.  

I have one special skill – my sense of  nose, which I sus-
pect was given to me at birth. For instance, I love go-
ing to duty free stores at the airport and spending time 
smelling the perfumes. My palate started to develop at 
the age of  nine. Living in the countryside, you smell, you 
taste, you get close to Mother Nature, and you start to 
ask why, why, why?

JCB – the man
I met Gina in a Bordeaux tasting room, and it was love 
at first sight. I saw those blue eyes, and – Boom! We 
have this yin-yang thing. I represent many sides of  the 
organization – entrepreneurial, public-facing, creative, 
aware of  history and legacy, the risk-taker. My soul is 
spirit, place, and creativity. Gina is more grounded, fam-
ily-centered, more private than I am. But as a woman in 
a large, male-centric organization, she doesn’t have the 
freedom that I have. 

I’ve been accused of  being theatrical, unpredictable, 
flamboyant and fantastical. I accept the accusations 
proudly and consider them a compliment. Life for me is 
theater. I love the play. I love the action. But I would add 
inspirational to that list – to inspire people to go beyond 
what they think they can do.

I don’t consider myself  a wealthy man. Everything I do 
― besides owning a few expensive watches and a nice 

car ― is for people to share.  I don’t do what I do in 
order to accumulate wealth. If  I did, I would have joined 
VC firm or run a hedge fund, and eventually die a very 
rich man, but with complete loss of  soul and spirit. I 
love wealth as a tool to buy beautiful things that can be 
shared. For me, the fun is in presenting a new lifestyle to 
people, giving them a taste of  it. I want to be a ‘taste” 
catalyst, to introduce others to my world and share the 
experience with them. If  I like a piece of  foie gras, I 
want you to taste it. The same with wine, which is the 
ultimate shared-experience. 

I don’t believe in work-life balance, because work for me 
is not work, it’s pleasure and fulfillment. Don’t expect to 
hear me to say, “I’m going on vacation with my friends 
for five days.” And, I’m not going to be Papa on the 
soccer ground every weekend. For me, it’s not about the 
quantity, it’s about the quality time we have together. My 
bliss resides in the notion that the creative process never 
ends. My mind brims with tons of  ideas yet to be un-
earthed. For example, we ‘re currently developing a new 
perfume line, and I’d love to make a movie, write a play, 
paint, and spend hours sculpting. 

My staff will tell you that I’m very demanding, but I’m 
equally demanding of  myself. I may be flamboyant, but 
I’m also up at 5:30 a.m., and in motion. I’m certainly 
demanding about performance and results, but that’s 
because I’m a sales guy at heart, and that’s what I expect 
from everyone on my team.

On regrets and opportunities
I had enormous potential as a soccer player and played 
at the highest level.  I was slated to go professional, 
which was a path I should have followed. If  I have one 
regret, it’s that I listened to my parents who said, “You’ll 
be limited because you’ll end up with a broken knee, and 
you’ll never make something out of  your life.” Looking 
back, I say to myself, “What was I thinking?” 

I want people to share my world. I want to create unique 
sensory environments – my unique hotel concept with 
individually-designed rooms – a combination of  luxury 
and fantasy – like the Baccarat Hotel in NYC or the 
Faena Hotel in Buenos Aires. The same with dining and 
lifestyle concepts. The new JCB Village we’re creating 
in Yountville, that combines intimate tasting rooms, lux-
ury retail, artisanal and imported food delicacies, art, 
fashion apparel, beauty products and fragrances, is an 
example of  the first steps were taking in that direction.



21 spring 18

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer 
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipi-
scing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod 
tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat 
volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis 
nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobor-
tis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum 
dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et 
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit 
praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis 
dolore te feugait nulla facilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, cons ectetuer 
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On challenges and mistakes
I sometimes struggle to have people understand and sup-
port my vision. It’s my fault, because I go too fast. I’m 
too impatient. I’m already onto the next idea instead of  
spending enough time cultivating the existing idea.  

I’ve been too early in two businesses. The first was in-
novative wine packaging. Because of  our environmental 
focus, we were the first one to launch wine in aluminum 
bottles, PET bottles and Tetra Pak. We lost money, and 
I don’t like doing that. The same with beer. In the mid-
‘90s, we developed a beer brand called Apollo, the most 
expensive microbrewery in the marketplace at the time. 
It was the beer that fell to earth, aged in oak and pack-
aged in a blue bottle. We were spending heavily to grow 
the brand but, in the end, I had to decide, “Do I spend 
more or do I cut it?” I had to cut it.  

I’ve refused a lot of  private equity money in the past 
because I never wanted to forfeit my independence and 
direction to the control of  a higher authority. I did not 
want my vision to be impeded by short-term, quarter-
ly management reporting.  I could have amassed a very 
large war chest by now. You can buy a lot of  the wine 
businesses with billion dollars of  dollars. But do I want 
to compromise myself  by taking the money? That’s the 
question! n
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