






























Sir Winston, Bubbles and Books 
by Nina Wemyss 

[Th1s splendid note emerged from Nina's passion for Winston 
Churchill, and his 3·volume biography by William Manchester and 
Paul Reid.-Ed.] 

W
INSTON CHURCHILir-legendary statesman, bril
liant orator, prolific writer and accomplished 
artist-had a lifelong attachment to books and 

champagne (particularly Pol Roger). 
Churchill was a successful war correspondent, 

journalist and author of 43 book-length works in 72 
volumes. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Litera
ture for his six-volume history, The Second World 
War. 

Sir Winston had an impressive capacity for 
alcohol, though he never abused it. He allowed the 
myth of formidable consumption to persist, even 
embellishing it himself. As Prime Minister, during 
the Second World War, Churchill had his favorite 
tipple, Pol Roger, always close by, even having cases 
sent with him when he travelled. He famously bor
rowed Napoleon's words to describe his passion, "In 
defeat I need it, in victory I deserve it." 

In 1944, at a luncheon given by the British Am
bassador to Paris, Duff Cooper, the Prime Minister 
was introduced to Odette Pol Roger and they became 
life-long friends. Churchill had been a loyal customer 
of the firm since 1908, but now, each year on his 
birthday, Odette would send him a case of his favorite 
vintage 1928 until supplies ran out in 1958. Churchill 
kept a stable of race horses and named his favorite 
filly after Odette. When he died in 1965, Pol Roger in 
tribute to their most famous and loyal customer, 
added a black border to the labels of all bottles of 
"white foil" sold in the United Kingdom. In 1984 the 
firm introduced the Cuvee Sir Winston Churchill. 

Of books, Winston Churchill wrote (no doubt with 
flute in hand): 

"If you cannot read all your books, at any rate 
handle, or as it were, fondle them-peer into them, 
let them fall open where they will, read from the 
first sentence that arrests the eye, set them back 
on the shelves with your own hands, arrange them 
on your own plan so that if you do not know what 
is in them, you at least know where they are. Let 
them be your friends; let them at any rate be your 
acquaintances. If they cannot enter the circle of 
your life, do not deny them at least a nod of 
recognition. " [Manchester and Reid, The Last Lion -' 
Winston Spencer Churchill, 3 vols. 1983-2012. v.l, 1983] 

[EDITOR: To accompany this Churchill quote, unquestionably one 
of the best paragraphs ever written about books, read on for a brief 
visit with Sir Winston's friend, Duff Cooper, and perhaps some of 
the best lines ever written on wine.] 
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"Wine a Loyal Friend" 
by Duff Cooper 

[The following, excerpted from Old Men Forget, the autobiography 
of Alfred Duff Cooper (Viscount Norwich}, was gleaned from Frank 
Schoonmaker's News from the Wine Country (August 1957). Duff 
Cooper[J890-1954], "statesman, diplomat, ambassadortoFrance , 
writer, a figure in two World Wars, and close friend of Winston 
Churchill, was married to the most renowned beauty of his day, 
actress Lady Diana Manners Cooper." He was also a chenshed 
friend of Andre Simon and Hilaire Belloc and an esteemed member 
of the Wine & Food Society 1n London. - Ed.] 

I
HAVE ALREADY MADE MENTION of the happiness I 
have derived throughout my life from literature, 
and I should here, perhaps, acknowledge the 

consolation I have never failed to find in the 
fermented juice of the grape. Writing in my sixty
fourth year, I can truthfully say that since I reached 
the age of discretion I have consistently drunk more 
than most people would say was good for me. Nor do 
I regret it. Wine has been to me a firm friend and a 
wise counsellor. Wine has lit up for me the pages of 
literature, and revealed in life romance lurking in the 
commonplace. Wine has made me bold but not foolish; 
has induced me to say silly things but not to do them. 
Under its influence words have often come too easily 
which had better not have been spoken, and letters 
have been written which had better not have been 
sent. But if such small indiscretions standing in the 
debit column of wine's account were added up, they 
would amount to nothing in comparison with the vast 
accumulation ol'I. the credit side. 

I am proud that Hilaire Belloc's Heroic Poem in 
Praise of Wine should have been dedicated to me. I 
transcribe the first lines: 

To exalt, enthrone, establish and defend, 
To welcome home mankind's mysterious friend: 
Wine, true begetter of all arts that be; 
Wine, privilege of the completely free; 
Wine, the recorder; Wine the sagely strong; 
Wine, bright avenger of sly-dealing wrong
Awake, Ausonian Muse, and sing the vineyard 

song! 

This mysterious friend has proved a very loyal one 
to me and to all those, I believe, who do not abuse 
friendship ... 



VINTAGE EPHEMERA 
by Christopher Fielden 

Y FATHER WAS A stamp collector , 
specialising in early British ones 
from the Victorian era , but the 
only one I have inherited from 
him is a not uncommon ld brown , 
franked with the date 9th March 
1843 . What makes this special for 
me is the fact that it has been 
stuck on the back of what appears 
to be a circular, offering wines to 

the trade . Sadl y, not very much of this remains , but 
we can get an idea of the comparative values of 
French wines at the time . Perhaps surprisingly , 
"Burgundy , Red and White ," of unspecified prove 
nance and vintage, was on offer at 75s to 84s the 
dozen , duty paid , whilst Lafitte and Latour of the 
1837 vintage cost 65s to 68s ; and "Leoville , Larose , 
&c." of the same vintage were 54s to 60s . "Hermitage , 
Red and White, " which 
were very fashionable in 
Victorian times rated at 
the same prices as the 
Burgundies . 

Champagne , too , 

the major shippers were based. It claimed to be the 
owner of six important vin eyards in the Bordelais, but 
only one of these Chateau Tourteau , in the Graves , 
appears to be still in existence and a letter to its 
current owner elicited no response . 

This was a time of hardship for the wine-trade 
and most of the wine was offered in cask , for as many 
as six different vintages. As a guarantee to their 
authenticity , the wines from other than their own 
?ro?~rties , were offered in casks bearing the 
mdividual brands of the chateaux concerned. None of 
the current ler Grand Crus Classes were offered in 
bulk , though Mouton Rothschild 1906 could be 
purchased for 1500 francs the hogshead, Figeac for 
1000 francs and Pichon Longuevill e for 850 francs . 

The range of wines on offer in bottle was 
comparatively limited. Amongst the red wines Haut
Brion was regularly the most expensive , followed by 
Margaux and Lafite. Ch. Petrus of the 1905 vintage 
seems a particular bargain at 5.50 francs the bottle . 
The Barsac , Ch . Coutet 1890 is 10 francs and the 
Yquem 1895 just 9. 

provides some surprises : 
"l"t Quality , Sparkling and 
Creaming " was 60s to 65s 
the dozen and the 2nd 

Quality 48s to 56s. Unspec
ified Moets were 67s and , 
most expensive of all , 
"Silleri sec, perfectly still , 
according to age" 84s to 
95s . Also available were 
Sparkling Burgundies and 
Hermitage at prices 
similar to , but in some 
instances above , those of 
Champagne . 

V LTICUL'I'ElJRS 

Other oddities come under 
the heading Vins de Liqueur . 
Available for purchase were 
Madere de Jerez , Porto de 
Jerez and Malaga de Jerez , as 
well as real Madeira , Port 
and Malaga at a franc a bottle 
more expensive . 

Fuxther price compari
sons can be made from two 
price-lists that I have, 
dated December 1910, from 
the Bordeaux negociant J. 
& B. Maurin and its sister 
house in Beaune . Despite 
some enquiries, I can find 
no information about this 
company which had its 
cellars in the rue de la 
Brede in Bordeaux , well 
away from the Quai des 
Chartrons , wher e most of 

Propdelaires<le 6 importants Vi9noblesdansle Bordelais 

'" D9MAI Nt •• DAMU/CA CAM BLAN ES 1 m CK.i.n:AUX TollRTEAU. CwoLLET·UfFITTE AARBAJIATS •• &! 

GRANDS P R I X 
f,po,lflnn Um"m11, d, Li ege wor, 

t,11 fi1i Mil an 1308 
~· a•· Lo11d .. e.5 1000 , 

firand l'rit el l1i11l,lrut d ll<nrueur 
Bro xt ll · 10 

A ~ 

c-.,. 
'(!".) e!Pfrhtm,,, 17 78 

DECEMBRE Hl10 -~----' I 
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The Burgundy price- list is 
headed "Sans engagement a 
cause de la hausse' - "Prices 
offered subject to confirma
tion , because of the increase. " 
This raised a wry smile while 
I showed it to a present day 
Beaune negociant. I think he 
wished he could cover himself 
in such a way! Again most of 
the wine is offered in cask but 
only in three vintages, with 
their particularly recom
mending the 1906, which they 
suggest are worthy successors 
to those of the 1870 vintage! 
Strangely , they rate their 
Pommard (together with 
Chambertin and Clos 
Vougeot) as a grand cru, 
whilst such wines Musigny , 
Richebourg and Bonnesmares 
(sic) are not given this status , 
though their prices reflect it . 

Once again , the sparkling 
win es on off er reflect their 



popularit y at that time. Those available include 
Chambertin mousseux as a red , white or rose wine 
and Romanee in red or white formats. 

One other piece of ephemera that I inherited from 
my fath er is a vintage booklet for the Ecu de France 
restaurant in Paris dated 1938 . The introduction says , 
"May this little booklet help our clients and their 
friends to choose and appreciate their wines ." It gives 
appreciations for every vintage from 1908 to 1937 for 
the wines of Chablis, Alsac e, Red Bordeaux , Red 
Burgund y, Anjou , Sauternes and Champagne, with a 
basic suggestion as to what they might best 
accompany , e.g . Chablis with oysters and Champagne 

* 
LE 

BORDEA UX 
ROUGE 

EST LE VIN D ES 

ROTIS ET DES 
GRILLADES 

BORDEAUX 
R O U G E 

1908 PASSABLE 1921 BON 

1909 PASSABLE 1924 PARFAIT 

1910 MJD IOCRE 1925 PASSABLE 
19 11 BON . f 92 6 BON 

1912 MEDIOCRf 1927 M~DIOCRE 
1913 M~DlOCRE 

1 
1928 EXCELLENT 

1914 PASSABLE 1n 9 PARF,'>.IT 
1915 MAUVAIS 1930 MAUVAI S 
1916 PASSABL-E 193 1 M~DIOCRE 

1 1917 PLAISANT 1932 MAUVAIS 
1918 PASSABLE 1933 BON 

19 19 PASSABLE l 1934 EXCELLENT 

1920 PAil.FAiT 19JS PASSABLE 

1921 BON 1936 PASSABLE 
191.2 PASSABLE I 1937 BON 

A Guide to the Vintages , Restaurant Ecu de France, Paris & London 1938 

all through a meal . If the restaurant were to produce 
such a list now, would they include Anjou and exclude 
White Burgundy and the Rhone? The vintage descrip
tions are all one word, with the range being: Bad , 
Mediocre , Passable , Pleasant , Good, Perfect and 
Excellent. (To be honest, I am not sure I have these in 
the right order!) I see that for both Bordeaux and 
Burgundy the 1929 is rated as Perfect, whilst the 
1928 is Excellent-suggesting that perfection has it 
over excellence by a short nose! The booklet 's final 
recommendation is its sister restaurant with the same 
name in Jerm yn Street , London ; a regular haunt of 
Andre Simon and a training ground for many of 
Britain 's best chefs . To make a reservation there , 
telephone Whitehall 2837 , but do not be surprised if 
you do not get through. • 

WffimlN<Clfil WlINJE~ . 

'ti" H hd. 'ti" Do. 
in Bond. Duty pa. 

Claret, Lafitte & Latour . . . 1837 ..... . £ 48 .. 65e a 6b, 

Leoville Larose &c. " ... .• . £ 38 •. 54e a 60s 

St J u:Jien, St. Estephe, &c. £ 12 1\ £2 4 .. 42s a 48a 

Sauterne nnd Bursae . . 1st growth £2 5 a £ 30 .. 46e a 54s 
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Divine Vintage: Following the Wine Trail from 
Genesis to the Modern Age by Randall Heskett and 
Joel Butler. New York: Palgrave Macmillan , 2012. 274 
pp ., hardback , $27 . 

" ... a fascinating journey ... " 

This book begins with a lengthy analysis of what 
can be determined about the beginning of wine 
consumption and production based on the Bible 

and other ancient historical records. The second 
portion of the book is a journey through the regions 
where grape cultivation and wine making began . The 
authors-Heskett, a biblical scholar, and Butler , a 
Master of Wine (MW)-taste wines now made in those 
regions and compare it to what those wines may have 
tasted like long ago. 

The first portion of the work is , in large measure , 
premised on the Bible. It accepts that the writings in 
that work are historically accurate. Without opening 
a theological debate, I would have liked to have read 
something about the reliability of that document as a 
data source upon which an author could draw con· 
clusions about the earliest days of wine making and 
wine drinking . 

Realizing that some of this material could be 
rather dry and complex , the authors have broken the 
chapters into small subsections with very clever 
subtitles. I especially liked ''You Bet Your Shir· Az the 
Persians Gave Them Wine ." 

It was interesting to read how involved the 
Egyptians were in wine drinking. Vineyard and 
vintage differentiations were common. Certain wines 
were more highly praised than others . 

I think most wine lovers are aware that the 
Roman Empire had a large wine trade. But the 
authors carefully calculate the size of this enterprise. 
With the development of glass amphorae and corks , 
the wine trade flourished. By the end of the first 
century Rome itself had a million inhabitants who 
were consuming 23 million gallons a year . The 
population of the Roman Empire reached 50 to 65 
million inhabitants. Assuming a mere 15% of that 
number were adult males , consumption would have 
been 800 to 900 million gallons of wine a year. By 
comparison , in 2011 in th e United States , the total 
consumption was 746 million gallons. Moreover , as 
was tru e in Egypt, a hierarchy developed with certain 
wines highly prized , and others considered more 
ordinary destined for ever yday consumption . 

In the second part of the book the authors survey 
the wines now being pr oduced in the regions where all 
of these wine enterprises began . But within this 



section is a fascinating section called , "Seriously , 
What Would Jesus Drink? " The authors attempt to 
use grapes pres ent in the ancient world , vinify them 
in the old, traditional way and taste the results . The 
traditional way included the addition of sea water and 
herbs to boiled grape extract. The surprising result? 
The authors found the wine "wonderfully delicious." 

This is a fascinating journey covering the very 
beginning of grape growing and wine cultivation. 
There is a wealth of information assisted by color 
photographs and a solid index . Highly recommended. 

A Vineyard in Napa by Doug Shafer and Andy 
Demsky. Berkeley: University of California Press , 
2012. 264 pp ., hardback, $29.95. 

" ... interesting and informative ... " 

This is the story of how Shafer Vineyards grew 
from almost nothing to one of the major 
producers in the Napa Valley. As is true for so 

many of the wineries in California , the family made 
its start·up money elsewhere. Here , John Shafer , the 
founder , was one of 

I Napa Valley, 2012 / 

There is detailed discussion about the lawsuits 
and problems over the use of the term Stags Leap . In 
the course of this the author offers several interesting 
ideas about the source of the geographic · based name 
including one based on a man named W. H. Stagg who 
once lived nearby. 

When the federal gover nment first began setting 
up American Viticulture Areas (AV N the proposed 
lines were thought to be drawn to include areas with 
similarities in soil, climate , winds , and elevation. It 
proved to be a difficult, politically charged , lawyer 
filled process . Shafer carefully notes the intricacies of 
the conflict over the Stags Leap AV A. It is a story 
filled with pitched legal battles seemingly motivated 
by, among other things , greed . Indeed one grower 
ended up shorting the Shafers five tons of Cabernet 
because he had to raise money to pay off his share of 
the litigation costs. 

There are some marvelous tidbits in this book. I 
learned , for the first time , that in World War II there 
was a German P .O.W. camp in Napa. The prisoners 
were rented out to do work in some of the vine yards. 

There are also stories about 
the early days of the Napa 
Valley Wine Auction and 
the Napa Valley Wine 
Technical Group . 

the heirs of the Scott· 
Foresman company . 
(Interestingly no· 
where in this book , 
other than this vague 
reference , is there any 
discussion of funding. 
While no one expects 
to see the family's tax 
returns , the work 
reads as if money , 
bank charges or 
interest payments 
were never a concern. 
Having heard numer· 
ous winemakers decry 
the financial squeeze 
put on them by banks 
and other financial 
institutions , it would 
have been interesting 
to see how the Shafers 
avoided or handled 
this situation.) 

•Wine ry "-.. 

"\ ,',· "'----~~ 

\~~~~ 

While there are detailed 
discussions about the 
winery and events in the 
vineyard , there are only 
occasional references to the 
personal struggles of the 
Shafers. Suddenly we are 
told of John Shafer 's divorce 
and remarriage. Similarly 
the same is true for Doug 
Shafer's divorce and 
remarriage . 

RUTHERFORD \ '1 ,-0 b).. 

\ f ~'I" \ 

Opw •• i~() \ on, O!"'. L-

'1 
(' In recent years , the 

Shafer Hillside Cabernet 
has become one of the cult 
wines of California. It sells 
for over $200 a bottle. There 
is no question that it is a 
superb wine, but the book 
offers no explanation or 
justification for this sky · 
high price . Perhaps the fact 
that it is now a cult wine is 
all th e ju stification that th e 

(' 
«' 

)... 

The book carefully 
chronicles the initial 
decisions of what 
grapes to plant and 
where to plant them 

Stags Leap AVA, Napa Valley: from A Vineyard in Napa 

on the property. The family 's continual commitment 
to quality is shown again and again. They recalled 
much of the 1984 and 1985 production when they 
discovered it had a sulfite problem. 

·19· 

winery ne eded . 
In any event, the story of how a small family

owned piece of land emerged into one of the top Napa 
wineries is int eresting and informative . There are 

continued on p. 31 -



Wine in California: The Early Years 
The San Francisco Bay Area 
PartI:Sonom.a, 1855-1878 

by Charles L. Sullivan 

[ With this, the 1!/h installment of our great history of the early years of California wine, we reach the premier fine-wine growing area of the 
state , those counties located around the San Francisco Bay . As in previous chapters, extensive, informative footnotes, and a substantial 
library of references (all recommended for WT bookshelves), are provided . - Ed.] 

C
ALIFORNIA'S POSITION AS THE GREATEST large-scale wine region in the Western Hemisphere is unchallenged. 
Yet so far in this study I have focused on areas in the state where wine growing is still important but are not 
considered a significant contributor to the state's image of preeminence. 

By the end of the 1860s it was believed by many that the very best California wine was being produced in the 
coastal valleys around the San Francisco Bay Area. By the end of the 1870s this belief among California wine 
connoisseurs was general, especially about the image of table wines. 

HERE WERE SEVERAL 
distinct subregions here, 
each developing a repu
tation for its own wines, 
mostly for their dry table 
wines, and most of those 
red. The term before 
World War I for this great 
region was The North 
Coast. Today Treasury 

Department regulations limit this term to what was 
earlier dubbed The North Bay, that is, Sonoma, Napa, 
Mendocino and Lake Counties, and a small piece of 
Solano County. 

The other subregions of the Bay Area were usually 
termed South Bay and East Bay. The former was 
applied to the Santa Clara Valley around the town of 
San Jose and the eastern slopes of the Santa Cruz 
Mountains, these being mostly in Santa Clara County 
and a portion of San Mateo County. The East Bay 
area referred to the lowlands along the bay south of 
Oakland and the valleys to the east near Martinez 
and Walnut Creek. The Livermore Valley came late to 
the vine, in the 1880s. 

Sonoma County-The Fledgling Leader 

W
e begin with Sonoma for several reasons. In 
the twenty-three-year period covered by this 
chapter, Sonoma County rose to become the 

state's leader in wine production. In 1855 the county 
had less than a hundred acres of grapes. Santa Clara 
County might claim the palm as the region's wine
growing pioneer, since it had a forty-year head start 
on Sonoma . But the northern county's role, and that 
of its charismatic winegrowing leader in the 1855-
1860 wine boomlet, made the county the center of 
popular interest in the rise of this fledgling agri
cultural industry. Wine historians, and the press then 
and later, have acknowledged Sonoma County's 
centrality in these early years. 
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We have already had several glimpses of Sonoma 
viticulture before 1850. 1 The late start in this field 
began with the planting of the Sonoma Mission's 
vineyard after 1823. The pioneer after 1834 was 
Mariano Vallejo, the comandante general of the 
frontera de] norte, an area which included almost all 
of today's Sonoma and Napa Counties. He founded the 
little pueblo of Sonoma in 1835 and built his first 
home facing its plaza. Nearby he planted a small 
vineyard, whose vines supplied sufficient grapes for 
his family for eating and for wine. He made enough 
wine to trade with his neighbors for other necessities. 
By the early 1850s he had built a fine new home west 
of town and transformed the old soldiers' barracks on 
the plaza into a winery building. There his Indian 
workers produced several hundred gallons of wine 
annually, along with some brandy from a still he had 
acquired from John Sutter. 2 

Viticultural pioneer that he was, Vallejo was far 
more important in the county's early history as the 
man who supervised the orderly distribution, sub
division and settlement of the vast lands under his 
control between 1834 and 1846. He did this through 
a continuous series of land grants to his California 
friends, to his family and to foreign newcomers, 
especially Americans. By 1846 virtually all the map of 
non-mountainous Sonoma County was covered by 
sparsely populated land grant ranchos, whose titles 
were almost all later confirmed. And all the Sonoma 
pueblo land, covering 17,712 acres, was liberally 
distributed to new settlers, mostly outside the plaza 
area. On these lands was where the new vineyards of 
the 1850s were concentrated 

There were several other Sonoma vineyardists 
worth noting before the little wine boom after 1855. 
Best remembered was Vallejo's brother-in-law, Jacob 
Leese, who had a small vineyard west of town near 
Sonoma Creek and made wine in a rude shed. He was, 
nevertheless, probably the first American to produce 



Sonoma wine . He later acquired a piece ofland east of 
town that would become what was for years , after 
1857, California 's most famous wine ry. 

Nicholas Carriger 

I
n 184 7 Leese set another young man on the road to 
winegrowing when he sold vine cuttings to 
Nicholas Carriger , who also settled west of town. 

By 1850 he had a producing vineyard and five years 
later was making wine commercially ; by 1863 his 93 
acres of vines made his vineyard the fourth largest in 
the county. By the end of the 
1870s he had 150 acres in 
vines and a three-story stone 
winery with a 180, 000-gallon 
capacity. The operation is 
unique historically since it 
was the only one of Sonoma 's 
pioneer wineries to stay the 
course and thrive into the 
zoth century. 3 

Sonoma County has a 
complicated geography. The 
Sonoma Valley, where most of the 
county 's pioneer winegrowing 
took place , opens out from the 
town of Sonoma to the great bay 
to the south and the Carneros 

1855 Wine Boomlet 

The wine boomlet in California after 1855 was a 
statewide phenomenon. For the public it was 
triggered in January of that year by an article in 

the state 's only agricultural newspaper , the California 
Farmer. Its publisher , James L. L. Warren , himself a 
former Boston nurseryman , headed the article , "Culti
vators of California! Plant Your Vineyards. Begin 
Now ... No better investment can be made ... "5 

Earlier he had targeted Sonoma as an excellent 
area to heed his challenge. In one article he focused 

area , toda y an important . . . . ~=--=""' 
viticultural region in its own Pioneer Nicholas Carriger and his 93-acre vineyard near Sonoma City 

· right. The upper valley , above 
the town of Sonoma , is called the Valley of the Moon 
which gradually narrows in a northwesterly direction 
toward the city of Santa Rosa , passing through the 
villages of Glen Ellen and Kenwood. . 

In the upper portion of the valley , the earliest 
winegrower of note was one of the historically most 
important . William McPherson Hill came _to S~n 
Francisco in 1849 with a degree from the Umvers1ty 
of Pennsylvania , and three years later bought a large 
tract ofland near what became Glen Ellen. He started 
with a peach orchard in 1854 ; vines came soon the~e
after. He began planting "foreign" table grape varie
ties , true European vinifera, brought to Califor~a 
from New England nurseries. Just as we have seen m 
the Sierra Foothills , such varieties , with a few 
exceptions , had little potential for making g~od table 
wine. But Hill , like a few others , recogmzed the 
Zinfandel as the great exception . It was his particular 
favorite in the 1860s. In 1871 he received special 
praise for his Zinfandel from EdwardJ. Wic~son '. later 
head of viticultural research at the Umvers1ty of 
California . He wrote that Hill 's Zinfandel was 
"superior to any " of the California produced table 
wines he and his friends had tasted .4 
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his attention on a small winegrowing operation east 
of town then owned by a certain Julius Rose. 

The first vines on Rose's property might have been 
planted in the 1830s. Jacob Leese had acquired the 
place in 1841, planted more vines , and erected a 
frame building he used as a winery. Rose bought the 
property in 1853 and expanded the vineyard to twelve 
acres-small , but one of the largest in the county 
then. Profits in local viticulture in the 1850s were 
earned primarily by selling fresh grapes for eating . 
For a while this was a sizzling market for almost 
every vineyardist in the Sonoma Valley , particularly 
Vallejo , Rose , Leese, and Carriger . San Francisco and 
the Gold Country couldn 't get enough of these grapes . 

Rose was serious about producing wine , and in 
1856 made 5,000 gallons under the eye of an "experi
enced German winemaker ." By then his place was 
being called "Buena Vista ," but the origins of the 
name are in doubt. Rose knew tha t an official of the 
U.S . Mint in San Francisco had previously visited 
Gen. Vallejo and liked the comandante's wine . After 
this official tasted Rose 's 1856 vintage he began 
negotiating to buy Buena Vista and closed the deal in 
1857. The new owner was Agoston Haraszthy. 6 



Agoston Haraszthy and Buena Vista 

I
t has often been written that Haraszthy was the 
pioneer of Sonoma winegrowing and personally 
caused the little boom in viticulture there after 

1855. This is not true. But more than any other single 
person he was responsible for the lower Sonoma Val
ley's viticultural growth from less than 100 acres to 
2,000 acres of vines in the five years after he pur
chased Buena Vista. 7 This he succeeded through his 
example and by his public advocacy of winegrowing, 
greatly assisted by the editorial muscle of James 
Warren and his California Farmer, and of the Alta 
California, San Francisco's leading newspaper. 

Haraszthy was an experienced farmer and 
nurseryman, with a wide knowledge of intensive and 
extensive agriculture. He had also previously 
exhibited a keen interest in winegrowing, which he 
had demonstrated long before his arrival in Sonoma. 

He first arrived in the United States in 1840, the 
twenty-eight-year-old son of an old but untitled 
Hungarian family. His homeland was the Vojvodina, 
a largely Hungarian portion of the Austrian Empire. 
He made his way to the rapidly growing Wisconsin 
Territory and established impressive and profitable 
economic roots. In 1842 he returned home and 
brought his wife and three children back to Sauk City, 
of which he was the founder. In 1849 he and his 
family headed overland to California and settled in 
San Diego. 

The aristocratic family made quite an impression 
in that dusty little town. He had called himself 
"Count" in Wisconsin, a title tow hich he had no claim. 
In California he settled for the more democratic 
sounding "Colonel," an honorific that made better 
sense, since he had been an officer in the Wisconsin 
militia. In 19th century America, Colonels in state and 
territorial militias were a dime a dozen. James 
Warren of the California Farmer was always "Col. 
Warren," for his casual and non-combatant service in 
the Massachusetts militia. 

In San Diego Haraszthy operated a livery stable 
and a butcher shop. In 1850 he was elected sheriff. He 
was fascinated by California's beautiful Mediter
ranean climate, a far cry from that of Wisconsin or 
Hungary. He planted an orchard and a small vineyard 
just outside town. But the rough frontier life was too 
much for his wife and their younger children, w horn 
he sent back to live with friends in New Jersey. 

In 1852 Haraszthy was elected to the State 
Assembly and headed north. The area's lively 
economic activity convinced him to settle there. He 
first bought land near San Francisco's Mission Dolores 
and immediately started planting onions and 
cabbages. He called the place "Las Flores." He also 
bought "rooted grape vines-the largest you have," 
from Col. Warren. 8 

He made good money selling his Las Flores 
vegetables and even better money brokering fresh 
grape deals. In 1852 that tasty fruit was selling for 

- $400 per ton, five times more than grapes had 
°'1irqught in 1850. 9 He couldn't ripen grapes at Las 

Floi'es, so in 1853 he bought land in the hilly uplands 
to the south, the Crystal Springs area. 
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Meanwhile horticulture began to take a back seat 
in Haraszthy's affairs. A loyal Democrat with good 
connections in San Francisco, he was able to acquire 
appointment to the post of U. S. Assayer for the mint 
there. All evidence indicates that he served honestly 
and efficiently in that position, but the Treasury 
agent there suspected Haraszthy was responsible for 
shortages in bullion at the mint. With interest in 
Sonoma on the rise, he submitted his resignation in 
January 1857,just days before he acquired the Buena 
Vista property. He was acquitted of wrongdoing in the 
subsequent trial. 

One of the State's Largest 

H 
araszthy added to his Buena Vista property by 
acquiring several hundred acres of adjoining 
land and by 1859 he was able to buy a huge 

piece of land east of Buena Vista, up into the foothills 
and across into Napa County. Now totaling about 
6000 acres, Haraszthy's holdings amounted to one of 
the largest agricultural estates in California. 

From the outset he aimed at creating an immense, 
complex agricultural operation. He grew wheat and 
ran cattle, but the main focus of his interest was on 
viticulture. He transferred a large number of vines 
from his Crystal Springs property and just weeks 
after acquiring the Rose property he had son Attila 
plant twenty-five vineyard acres almost all to the 
Mission variety. He also acquired a large number of 
the soon-to-be almost ubiquitous "foreign" table 
varieties arriving to California nurseries from New 
England. There may have been a few Zinfandel vines 
included, but there is not a jot of contemporary 
evidence to support such a possibility. The almost 
mythic notion that Haraszthy introduced that variety 
to California from Hungary has long since been 
deposited in the dust-bin of history. 

Most of his grapes went into the fresh fruit 
market in 1857, but he did make about 4,000 gallons 
of wine. Sixty more acres were planted in early 1858; 
Buena Vista now had more than half of the grape 
vines in the Sonoma Valley. He had also begun 
digging tunnels into the mountainside to store his 
future vintages. In 1858 he produced 12,000 gallons of 
wine, even though he sold sixty tons of grapes on the 
fresh market. Only the German Anaheim Colony in 
Los Angeles County had a larger vineyard operation 
than Buena Vista. He added another hundred acres in 
the winter of 1859-1860. 

By that time the Sonoma Valley had vineyards 



covering almost a thousand acres, as many more 
farmers joined the mild viticultural boom. Vallejo 
expanded his own vineyard and hired an experienced 
Italian manager to tend it. He also met a French 
homeopathic physician who had experience making 
wine. Victor J. Faure was responsible for Vallejo 
winning most of the awards for Sonoma wine at local 
and regional fairs before 1860. After that date, and for 
several years, Buena Vista was the Sonoma leader for 
such honors. 

Faure also produced a fairly successful sparkling 
wine, but its production was too costly a process for 
Vallejo to seriously go commercial with it. An interest 
in producing such a wine , to compete with the large 
amount of California imports of sparklers from 
France, grew in the late 1850s. Commercially it 
started in Los Angeles where Pierre and Jean-Louis 
Sainsevain began producing their "Sparkling Cali
fornia" in 1855. 10 

Haraszthy also thought Buena Vista should 
produce a "champagne," which became the common 
term for the Golden State's sparklers then and later. 
As early as 1858 he described his experiments, 
making a trial sparkler from his 1857 vintage. But he 
did not commit Buena Vista to commercial produc
tion until 1862 when his son Arp ad came home from 
France , where he had been studying Champagne 
production. Like the Sainsevain operation, Arpad's 
sparklers proved a costly failure and cost him his job 
at Buena Vista. But in 1865 he joined forces with San 
Francisco wine dealer Isador Landsberger , a com
bination that produced "Eclipse," California's first 
sparkling success.11 

Better Wine Grape Varieties 

I
t did not take long for those involved in Sonoma 
viticulture after 1855 to realize that at least part 
of their future depended on finding better wine 

grape varieties. For a while many looked to the 
"foreign" vinifera varieties brought west from New 
England. Mostly table grapes, few added to the state's 
wine quality. As yet there was no movement in 
Sonoma to import really fine wine grapes, such as 
Riesling and Cabernet Sauvignon, as had taken place 
in the Santa Clara Valley in the 1850s. The newly 
formed, and short-lived, Sonoma Horticultural Society 
decided to buy a load of those aforesaid "foreign" 
varieties from Napa's Joseph Osborne, a New 
Englander with a solid tie to another New England 
importer in San Francisco. 

The Society's secretary, William Boggs, owned 
land near Buena Vista and later won a premium for 
the best Sonoma vineyard in 1861. Late in 1859 he 
traveled to Napa to accompany two wagon loads of 
cuttings from Osborne's Oak Knoll Ranch. There were 
muscats, Chasselas, Reine de Nice, Black Hamburg 
and many other table varieties, including some 

·23· 

"Zinfindal." Boggs stored the load, but found later 
that the cruel winter of 1859-1860 had wiped out 
almost all of the shipment, except the Zinfindal. He 
planted these and in 1862 he had enough grapes to 
make a small batch of wine. Boggs and his Missouri 
friends thought they tasted too tart for wine and took 
them to Victor Faure to trade for some of Mariano 
Vallejo's vinegar. 

The Frenchman then made Sonoma wine history 
by telling Boggs that they were precisely the sort 
needed to make a good red table wine, a claret. He 
also suggested to Boggs that they might really be a 
red Bordeaux variety. Faure made a small batch of 
wine and the word was soon out all over the Sonoma 
Valley . Within a few years there were not enough 
Zinfandel cuttings in the valley to meet the demand. 

At the same time San Jose nurseryman Antoine 
Delmas was making a wine from a New England im
port, the Black St. Peters, later found to be identical 
to the Zinfandel. At the 1859 State Fair it won the 
first premium for red wine. The incredulous judges 
wondered how such a fine wine could be made from 
grapes "selected more as table fruit than for 
winemaking." 12 

By the end of the fifties Haraszthy was having 
good success marketing and promoting his Buena 
Vista wines. In 1860 he had a depot and a retail outlet 
on Market Street in San Francisco. The California 
Farmer claimed that Buena Vista wines were 
"becoming favorites with those formerly used to the 
best French wine." 

But Haraszthy knew that if Californians were to 
make really good wine they had to have plenty of the 
best wine vinifera varieties, like Riesling and Cab
ernet. He also hoped the new state government would 
actively support and give assistance to its agricultural 
interests; he called for the state to establish 
agricultural schools. Using viticulture as an example, 
he suggested that such schools might collect, test and 
distribute vines to the appropriate regions of 
California. Many farmers had followed Col. Warren's 
call to plant vines, but if they were to put in more 
than an acre or so, they faced the nagging problem of 
''What to plant-here!" Between 1858 and 1860 
Haraszthy developed what he hoped might be a 
solution to this problem. 

In January 1861 the master of Buena Vista 
presented a resolution to the California Agricultural 
Society which asked it to use its auspices to have the 
legislature create a viticultural commission. One 
commissioner should go to Europe to collect varieties 
of grapes associated with Europe 's finest wines. He 
also called for the state to sponsor a system to secure 
and distribute the vines collected. He also suggested 
that the legislature fund the entire operation. 

The agricultural Society supported the idea and 



passed it on to the legislature . A watered-down form 
of the resolution was approved by both houses , but it 
did not authorize the collection of vines. And the costs 
accumulated by the European commissioner were to 
be his alone , for he "shall not ask for, or receive, any 
pay, or other compensation .... " Governor John Down· 
ey signed the bill into law and immediately appointed 
Haraszthy as commissioner for Europe . His sole task 
was to gather information on the best examples of 
European viticulture and wine production. 13 

The Gathering of the Vines 

H 
araszthy now planned a grand family 
adventure in Europe. He would take his wife 
Eleanora and their eighteen ·year-old daughter 

Ida. Since it was clear that the legislature intended 
him to act on his own , he tried to raise money through 
advertisements in the press which promised speci· 
mens of European vines and fruit trees for those who 
would advance him money to cover their cost. He got 
virtually no response to this "pig·in·a·poke." But on 
March 2 charges against him for his operations at the 
U.S. Mint were dropped and he was free to use his 
various properties as collateral to borrow money for 
the trip . He also decided to 
write a book covering the 
European adventure and sold 

Haraszthy as superintendent at Buena Vista. 15 

They also visited Switzerland, Italy and Spain. 
Along the way Haraszthy purchased vines and had 
them sent on to Le Havre, where they were trans· 
shipped to San Francisco. 

Haraszthy arrived at that port December 5, 1862. 
A few days later it began raining and did not let up 
until late January, causing the greatest flooding in 
California's recorded history. The Central Valley was 
a lake, but Sonoma was simply drenched. The state 
had also weathered a political storm in Haraszthy's 
absence. 

While at sea as the Haraszthys headed for 
Europe, the Civil War had burst into an all-out 
conflict. The legislature that made Haraszthy a 
commissioner had been controlled by Democrats , 
many of whom had been sympathetic to the Southern 
cause. Two weeks before the vines arrived in San 
Francisco, Republican Governor Leland Stanford and 
the new pro-Union legislature were sworn in. 
Democrat Haraszthy 's plea for compensation for his 
expenses and for money to pay for the vines was 
solidly rejected by the Republican legislators. 
Confederate battlefield successes and a very tight 

state budget put these new 
representatives in no mood to pay 
for a Hungarian nobleman 's family 

the idea to Harper & Bros., the 1° 

New York publisher. GR.A.PE ClJLTURlt 
vacation in Europe. Historian Brian 
McGinty has shown that 
Haraszthy's connection to 
pro-Southern Democrats influenced 
the rejection of his requests. But he 
has argued persuasively that it was 

Just before the family sailed 
from San Francisco in June 
1861, Agoston wrote an article 
for the California Farmer 
addressed to the people of 
Sonoma and California. On the 
trip he would promote Cali· 
fornia business and agriculture 
and urge European investment 
m the Golden State. He 
promised to broadcast the 

WINESi AND WINE·MAKING. 

il.G.!UC01'rUJI& Al!IJ IIOR'£101!LTUB.B, 

" 
A. IfARASZTBY, 

more a question of farming 
representatives being outvoted by 
the mining bloc and their fellows. 
Haraszthy had no claim on state 
money , and he knew it . His 
commission specifically forbade him 
even to ask. 16 

future of California as a pro· ) , .. _,. .. ~-~ ... --.~~~--p The tragedy in this affair was 
not concerned with Haraszthy's 
finances. It was that the huge 
collection of vines eventually came 
to nothing. That the collection acted 

ducer of world class wines , 
specifically drawing attention to 
Sonoma as the future center of 
such development. 14 

When the family arrived in 

' :. 
France they were joined by son 
Arpad, and they were off to 
Burgundy and the Rhineland. \ JS"EW YOll.K : 

At Hochheim they visited a 
large producer of sparkling :, 
wine , where, it transpired , 
their host was Hermann Dresel, 

180 2. 

the brother of Buena Vista 's winegrowing neighbor , 
Emil Dresel. They all would surely have been 
surprised to know that Emil would later succeed 
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as any kind of basis for the 
development of California's great 
wine industry, as it has been often 
claimed , is once again supported by 
not a jot of contemporary historical 
evidence .17 

A significant number of the 
imported vines were planted at 

Buena Vista . We have no idea what the varieties 
were , or how many. Later when Commissioner 
Charles Wetmore tried to find any vineyardists in the 



1870s or early 1880s who had acquired any of the 
1862 imports , he could find only two , and these men 
had planted table varieties. 

Had the legislature followed through on Warren 's 
and Haraszthy's advice to establish some kind of 
agency to test and distribute the vines , the huge 
importation might have had a practical effect on the 
future of the state 's wine industry. Nevertheless , all 
of Haraszthy 's goals expressed in promoting his 
European adventure were prescient. But it was not 
until the years after 1875, when Professor Eugene 
Hilgard arrived at the University of California , that 
virtually all of Haraszthy 's hopes for California 
agriculture were fulfilled by the Berkeley scholars and 
their supporters. I have no doubt that Haraszthy's 
earlier efforts were well remembered in those days. 

We do know the names of the vines that 
Haraszthy collected. Only a small percentage would 
have been useful. Of the 487 varieties listed in his 
catalogue which was later published by Charles 
Wetmore in the 1881 revised edition of the First 
Annual Report of the Board of State Viticultural 
Commissioners, only thirty -one today are well · 
established in the winegrowing world. I believe the 
catalogue would have presented a confusing and 
indecipherable maze to the typical vineyardist. There 
was no way to tell if a variety was meant for wine, 
raisins or the table .18 

Haraszthy Recovery Plan 

H 
araszthy was not slowed a bit by the legis· 
lature 's lack of support. He had several large· 
scale ideas and he plunged ahead as soon as 

the Sonoma Valley dried out in the spring of 1862. He 
had a good way to relieve his financial pinch after he 
returned. The vast piece of land he had acquired east 
of Buena Vista covered thousands of acres , mostly 
mountainous terrain. But just east of Buena Vista was 
the Lovall Valley , a beautiful undeveloped area, 
perfect for winegrowing , as it is today . Haraszthy sold 
off several plots there at good prices, some of which 
the buyers had him plant straight to vineyard for 
them. Even before he left for Europe , he sold 
undeveloped Buena Vista land just east of town. Two 
of these buyers later made history. One was Charles 
Krug, who had owned neighboring land to Haraszthy's 
Crystal Springs property. In Sonoma he planted his 
Montebello Ranch to vines, but was soon off to Napa 
Valley to marry Carolina Bale , whose dowry of 540 
acres was an attractive magnet. Krug sold his land to 
Moses Heller . He , and later his son, made wine there 
until 1895. The other was John Swett , a Yankee 
school teacher who was elected California 
Superintendent of Public Instruction in 1863. This 
father of the state 's public education system later 
moved to the East Bay and developed his Hill Girt 
Vine yard , one of Contra Costa County 's finest 
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winegrowing establishments .19 

Another of Haraszthy 's land customers became 
one of Sonoma's greatest wine producers . Jacob 
Snyder had worked with Haraszthy at the mint and 
later bought seventy -four acres adjoining Buena Vista 
to the northwest. He called his estate El Cerrito 
Ranch and soon made it a wine-producing showplace 
for the Sonoma Valley . His red table wines, 
particularly his Zinfandel , were touted by many as 
the best in the valley in the 1870s . In 1872 the State 
Agricultural Society invited him to lead their tour of 
the Sonoma Valley . He later would serve as 
superintendent of Buena Vista. 20 

Rhine farm 

E
mil Dresel was the man Snyder succeeded at 
Buena Vista. He was another newcomer to the 
Sonoma Valley and was seriously interested in 

winegrowing. He had formed a partnership with 
Jacob Gundlach in 1857 and they bought 400 acres of 
land about a mile south of Buena Vista in 1858, much 
of which today is part of the Cameras Viticultural 
Area. The partners called their spread Rhinefarm , 
although each held separate title to his portion of the 
estate. Emil Dresel died in 1869 and his brother 
Julius took his place. When the partnership divided in 
1875 , J. Gundlach & Co. was formed and Julius ran 
Dresel & Co. 

Emil and Julius Dresel had come to Texas after 
1848. Theirs was a wine family , but in vain they tried 
to raise Riesling in Texas from vines Emil had 
brought from Germany. He went on to California in 
1851 and, previously trained as an architect, he made 
a small fortune producing a series of lithograph 
collections , today treasured by collectors of California 
landscapes from the early years of statehood. 21 

There were four partners in the Rhinefarm opera· 
tion at the outset, but two were soon out of the 
picture. The two remaining partners planted 85 acres 
of vines in the winter of 1858-1859 , mostly to German 
varieties Gundlach had sent back from a recent trip to 
the Rhineland. He had been a very successful brewer 
in San Francisco and now handled the company 's 
finances. Dresel was the wine master , producing some 
of the best light white table wines in the state. When 
he died in 1859 Rhinefarm's winery had a 200,000-
gallon capacity . The Dresel and Gundlach families 
continued to prosper from their production of fine 
wines until Prohibition. We shall see Julius Dresel 
make history after 1878 as he helped lead the fight 
against phylloxera. In 1973 commercial winegrowing 
at the Rhinefarm was revived at the Gundlach· 
Bundschu Winery by descendants of the founders . 

Rhinefarm in the late 1870s had actually become 
the center of a little German wine growing comm unity 
in the eastern Sonoma Valley , which included Henry 
Winkle, Jacob Haubert and Louis Tichener . Until 



those years the Sonoma Valley 
was where almost all the county 
wine growing action occurred. In 
1863 the area had fifty-three 
wine producers . By 1868 the 
valley had almost 6,000 acres of 
wine grapes . Each year after 
1860 saw the viticultural 
development of the valley grow 
steadily northward in the 
direction of the Santa Rosa 
area . In a later chapter we shall 
see the area between Santa 
Rosa and the Alexander Valley 
add more than 15,000 acres of 
wine grapes. 

Every good 

Most of the new vine· 
yardists started as Nicholas 
Carriger had; they planted field 
crops , vegetable crops , ran 
cattle , planted small fruit 
orchards and grape vines. A few 
expanded their vineyards to a 
commercial size of ten acres or 
more. About 35% of the county 's 
vineyardists had that much land 

1877 Thompson Atlas showing Sonoma Vineyards east of town 

history of California 
wine mentions an 
1873 event in 
Craig 's vineyard. 
Armed with a mag· 
nifying glass and a 
scientific text , he 
and Horatio Apple· 
ton , a Glen Ellen 
vineyardist , identi
fied the tiny bugs 
on the roots of 
Craig 's vines as 
Phy lloxera vasta -
trix, "the Destroy· 
er. " Historian Ruth 
Teiser termed this 
event , "the incident 
that triggered the 
opening shot in the 
two-decade war to 
control the 
scourge ."23 

In the Valley of 

in vines in the 1860s . The median size of the 
vineyards was 7.2 acres. 

In those days ten acres of vines would probably 
produce enough grapes to make about 15,000 gallons 
of wine. But many growers lacked the capital to build 
and equip a winery . For a few years they could find a 
market for their fruit as table grapes . As the years 
went by, more commonl y they sold their grapes to 
local wineries. Others sold large amounts of grapes , 
particularly Zinfandel by the 1870s, to big·scale wine 
producers in San Francisco , such as Charles Kohler, 
Gottlieb Groezinger and Isador Lands berger . What we 
call today "custom crushing " was also practiced. 
Growers could contract a local winery to makeup their 
grapes on shares, then one or both would sell the 
resulting wine where they could . Victor Faure made 
lots of such wine on shares , on top of what he made for 
Vallejo. In Sonoma City Camille Aguillon was the 
leader with a large adobe winery near the plaza. But 
he didn 't own a vine . 

Valley of the Moon 

E
arlier we looked at pioneer efforts west and 
north of Sonoma. In the 1860s there are several 
more worth noting north of Nicholas Carriger 's 

operation . His neighbor , Oliver W. Craig , had caught 
the wine fever in 1860 and built a stone winery in 
1865. He got his Riesling cuttings from Emil Dresel 
and wa s best known for his whites from that famed 
variet y. His total production averag ed about 25,000 
gallon s.22 
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the Moon, around 
Glen Ellen, is where William McPherson 's neighbor , 
Joshua Chauvet, settled in 1856. He planted a few 
vines in the 1860s, but did not produce wine until the 
1870s , and tons of it then . His neighbor , Charles 
Justi , also planted vines in the 1860s and made wine. 
The Glen Ellen Tavern was his best customer , he 
being the owner. He was also Glen Ellen 's first 
postmaster in 1871. Just to the east was a larger 
spread developed in the 1860s by Charles V. Stuart . 
His Scottish-born wife , Ellen Ann Stuart, gave her 
name to the property , Glen Ellen. Stuart changed the 
name to Glen Oaks when his wife 's name took on a 
grander meaning. 

Another Stuart neighbor was Jacob Warfield , a 
physician who planted sixteen acres of vines in 1862. 
After his death in 1878 his wife , Catherine, but 
always Kate , took over the winegrowing estate and 
became a close friend of another lady whose husband 
was the pioneer in the area , William Hood. He had 
acquired a huge portion of Los Guilicos land grant in 
1849. A few years later he built a remarkable brick 
mansion, which stands today , California Landmark 
No.692. In the early sixties Hood planted fort y acres 
of Mission vines and built a large winery ; his 
distillery went up at the same time. His brandy was 
soon famous , but it may have been his personal 
downfall. In 1858 he had married teenager Eliza 
Shaw , and in the 1870s , as William fell victim to 
alcoholism , she took over complete control of the Hood 
estate. These three Glen Ellen women soon formed a 



remarkable viticultural triumvirate , which I shall 
discuss in a later chapter .24 

South of the Hood mansion a rough road headed 
west over the ridge to Bennett Valley, where severa l 
small vineyards were planted in the 1860s. Here Isaac 
De Turk planted sixteen acres in 1862 on his Yulupa 

Ranch. Before the decade was out he had a 100,000-
gallon winery facility that occupied one city block in 
Santa Rosa , and in the seventies he became the 
largest wine producer in Sonoma County .25 

Buena Vista Vini cultur al Society 

W
e must return to Buena Vista for one of the 
most dramatic and historically important 
Sonoma winegrowing stories of the era. After 

his return from Europe in 1862 , Haraszthy continued 
selling property but was still in deep financial trouble . 
His solution , worked out with several San Francisco 
businessmen , was to go public with Buena Vista, to 
incorporat e the operation and attract well-heeled 
investors as shareholders . His goal was to transform 
his large-scale agricultural estate into a world-class 
wine facility. First he had to make the place look like 
one . Within eighteen months he had replaced Rose 's 
old press house with a great stone winery , today 's 
California Historical Landmark No .392 , and then the 
finest winery in California . In 1864 an even larger 
winery was built right next door. There would be 
nothing like these winery structures in California for 
another twenty years . The northern California press 
was full of laudator y and descriptive articles. After 
the 1863 vintage Buena Vista received national cover
age in a long article in Harper 's Magazine. It focused 
sharply onArpad Haraszth y's champagne production , 
which ended in failure when his 1863 cuvee failed to 
sparkle. 26 

Incorporation of th e estate as the Buena Vista 
Vinicultural Society (BVVS) took place March 23, 
1863 , th e papers sign ed by Haraszth y and eight San 
Francisco busin essmen. The new compan y paid 
Haraszth y and his wife 2600 of the 6000 shares for the 
entir e pr operty. Th e futur e look ed bright indeed , at 
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least in the promotional literature aimed at selling 
more shares .27 

Vineyard expansion continued at Buena Vista, 
and wine production in 1864 hit 42 ,000 gallons. But 
the corporation showed no profit . Haraszthy had an 
idea he had picked up on the European trip , which he 

· thought would increase production , boost 
wine quality and stimulate profits. He 
decided to take up "close-spacing " of vines 
in all the estate 's vineyards . Rather than 
the 680 vines per acre spaced at eight-foot 
interva ls, there would be 2,000 vines per 
acre , or more. Now there would be 237 
acres of vines at close intervals . The result 
was an awkward disaster , with rows 
criss-crossing the vineyards and making 
the usually well-organized harvest a riot for 
the disciplined Chinese vineyard men. 
Spring cultivation was almost impossible ; 
the horse teams could not operate in the 
clutter .28 

By 1866 the BVVS board had decided that the 
close -spacing project had to end. Without outright 
firing Haraszthy they offered the superintendency to 
Emil Dresel, long a sharp critic of Haraszthy 's 
experiment. He agreed to take the post if he could 
restore the vineyards to 680 vines per acre . He was a 
good choice. While BVVS had never shown a profit , 
Dresel 's Rhinefarin had been orderly and 
prosperous. 29 

Haraszthy left Buena Vista in 1867 , declared 
bankruptcy , and in 1868 headed south for Nicaragua 
to run a distillery producing spirits from sugar cane. 
After July 1869 he was never seen or heard from 
again ; there has never been clear evidence to explain 
his disappearance .30 

Early Buena Vis ta V inicultu ral Soc iety Wine Labe l. 
[Cou rtesy Brian McGinty , Strong Wine, 1978.] 

Brian McGinty , Haraszthy 's biographer, has 
asked this question about the Master of Buena Vista: 



"Was he one of those men who are suited to launch 
businesses with great promise , but never see them 
through to their greatness-a gifted , even brilliant 
entrepreneur , but an erratic, undependable mana
ger?" I unhesitatingly answer, "Yes. " We shall pick 
up the Buena Vista story shortly. 

The 1870s 

The 1870s was a complex decade for California 
winegrower s. The early years were fairly pros
perous , but the failure of a great New York 

banking house in September 1873 triggered a national 
depression that lasted until 1878 and pushed many 
Sonoma vineyardists and wine producers to the wall . 
For many , this five-year period was a time to survive 
or get out . Total vineyard acreage in Sonoma County 
was static between 1868 and 1878, between 6,000 and 
7,000 acres. But these numbers are deceptive. 
Vineyard acreage did grow between Santa Rosa and 
Healdsburg , but in the lower Sonoma Valley the 
phylloxera was on the march . Who would plant when 
there was no solution in sight? Buena Vista's 
vineyards were the oldest in the region and began to 
decline the earliest , for the destructive louse had been 
working there many years before it was officially 
discovered in 1873. 

When Emil Dresel died in 1869 his brother , Julius , 
took over the estate . He arrived in California from 
Texas with a thorough understanding of viticulture 
and winemaking from his early days in Germany and 
his experimental work in Texas . There he had 
developed a powerful interest in the phylloxera and 
had , with others , developed an idea from his contacts 
with scientists and nurserymen in Missouri on how to 
defeat the "destroyer ." After 1878 he became the 
successful Sonoma leader in the fight against the pest . 

Hard times in the mid -seventies drove down land 
values to a point where many families held mortgages 
that were "under water "-the market value of their 
land was less than what was owed on the mortgage. It 
was a time when men with a solid capital position 
could buy good farm land at bargain prices . 

William McPherson Hill was able to expand his 
estate to almost 18,000 acres in these years . But his 
interest in winegrowing was focused sharply on high 
quality , and rarely had a vintage greater than 10,000 
gallons . In 1874 an 800 -acre spread just north of the 
Hill property was acquired by Charles Kohler . In 
doing so he moved the center of Kohler & Frohling , 
his gigantic pioneer Los Angeles wine company , to the 
north bay . He was convinced that table wine was the 
key to California 's win e future , and he saw correctly 
that this future was destin ed to be worked out in the 
coastal valle ys of th e Bay Ar ea . At his massive cellars 
in San Francisco , he had been making Sonoma red 
wine for several years , from purchased grapes , mostly 
Zinfandel. He bought the land on which Jackson 
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Temple had his thirty -five -acre Tokay Vineyard. 
Kohler kept that strange and meaningless name and 
planted first -class varieties . A huge production facility 
was constructed and the vineyards eventually covered 
350 acres. 31 

The rock-bottom prices for land above Santa Rosa 
were an attraction for one easterner with lots of cash . 
In 1858 Thomas Lake Harris had founded a religious 
colony , the Brotherhood of the New Life , and had 
produced small amounts of wine in New York on Lake 
Erie at Brocton. He came to California in 1875 with 
the idea of establishing a large agricultural colony 
and was able to buy 400 acres in the lower foothills 
north of Santa Rosa , for which he paid only $50 per 

Fountaingrove Winery , Santa Rosa 

acre . In these years he always had plenty of money 
since several of his followers had come to him with 
large fortunes The first agriculture at Fountaingrove 
was dairying. But Harris had picked up the scent of 
the coming boom in California wine and was soon 
planting vines. Within five years he had built a large 
winery whose eventual capacity was 600,000 gallons. 
We shall see more of Fountaingrove in a later 
chapter. 32 

The most important Sonoma winegrowing area 
today that got its start in the 1870s was Dry Creek 
Valley , just west of Healdsburg . George Black planted 
vines there in 1869 and, with Alex Colson, built a 
small winery the next year . According to historian 
Jack Florence this was the second commercial winery 
north of Santa Rosa. By the mid-seventies there were 
sixteen small vineyards in Dry Creek. By 1883 there 
were fifty-four covering 807 acres . The boom of the 
eighties made Dry Creek real wine country. 33 

Downfall of Buena Vista 

The greatest victim of the hard times in the 1870s 
and the dead ly advance of the phylloxera was 
Buena Vista. The general public , the press and 

later writers put the blame for the end of BVVS on 
Haraszthy 's mismanagement . This was a mistake. His 
son , Arp ad, was correct in later continually defending 
his father against such charges. But in doing so he 



concocted an image of a public figure based on 
historical claims that today are almost laughable. 
Agoston was not the father of California 's great 
commercial wine industry of the 1880s. If anyone 
deserves such a sobriquet I believe it should be 
Charles Kohler. Haraszthy did not import the first 
collection of fine European wine grapes. All 
contemporary evidence from the 1850s awards that 
palm to San Jose 's Antoine Delmas in 1852. And he 
certainly did not introduce Zinfandel to California 
from his native Austria-Hungary. We think we know 
that George Gibbs brought the vine to Long Island 
from Vienna. It was imported to California from New 
England in the 1850s by several of the state 's 
nurserymen. 

Agoston Haraszthy did not found the California 
wine industry , but no one contributed more to its very 
early growth . He and James Warren were its greatest 
early publicists. In advocating production of better 
wine he was the young industry 's conscience, as 
Eugene Hilgard was years later . He practiced and 
publically advocated many vineyard and cellar tech
niques that became standard in California years later . 
He certainly was more responsible than any other 
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Brace's 300-page book brought the 
Pacific Slope and all its wonders to the 
American people. 

individual for 
getting Sonoma 
winegrowing up 
and running in 
the 1850s . 

Haraszthy 
did leave Buena 
Vista vineyards 
in a mess in 
1868 as the 
result of his 
"close-spacing " 
policy . But Emil 
Dresel soon had 
most of the 
clutter cleaned 
up. Charles 
Loring Brace , 
the noted social 
reformer, visited 
Buena Vista 
soon after 
Dresel took over 
and praised his 
work and the 
Buena Vista 
wines. He noted 

the heavy cost of the clean-up and remarked correctly 
that BVVS had never shown a profit, "and perhaps 
never will ." But the estate's excellent wines , "were 
what counted , not dividends. "34 

Sonoma wine and grape pric es rose slightly 

·29· 

between 1870 and 1872. By 1871 Buena Vista had 
production soaring , 101,000 gallons , 160,000 in 1871. 
Prospects were good enough to hire Eadward 
Muybridge to produce a collection of photographs of 
the great winery. Today it is considered the greatest 
19th century collection of winery and vineyard 
photographs in the world. But the public relations 
dividend was diminished by the national economic 
disaster. The country's over-expansion of productive 
capacity in agriculture meant falling prices , vanishing 
credit and unemployment. The full force of the 
disaster hit California in 1875. 

At Buena Vista better wine grapes for better wine 
was an important goal. Mission varieties were grafted 
over to Gutedel and Burger to complement the 
already good stand of Riesling. White table wine in 
the German style was becoming a Sonoma Valley 
standard by 1874. Zinfandel acreage was also 
expanded at Buena Vista. By 1875 there was also 
considerable replanting of fairly large vineyard spots 
hit by phylloxera, some as large as a quarter acre . But 
there was as yet no remedy in clear sight for the 
scourge. For now it was replant and pray. 35 Where 
new vineyards were seen in the county was in the 
Healdsburg area where land was cheap and phyl
loxera had not appeared . 

At the time of the onslaught of the 1875 depres
sion , the BVVS had come under the control of William 
Ralston, the wealthy and powerful San Francisco 
financier . He controlled the great Bank of California 
and had started construction of San Francisco 's 
Palace Hotel. He was also invested in several shaky 
enterprises , Buena Vista being one of his least 
unsound ventures. On August 26, 1875 Ralson 's 
empire collapsed and his Bank of California went 
under. In the middle of the vintage , wine prices 
collapsed, with Buena Vista still holding most of its 
unsold 1874 wine. It was a huge vintage that gave 
Sonoma County the leadership in state wine produc
tion . Buena Vista made 203 ,000 gallons ; the county 
totaled 1,800,000. Just when smaller crops might 
have been welcome , Sonoma 's production was 
soaring. 36 

Looking back on the mid-seventies, Eugene Hil
gard , the new Professor of Agriculture at the 
University of California , likened those years to his 
Sonoma audience as a time when it was more 
profitable for vineyardists to turn the hogs into vine
yards than to pay to have their grapes harvested. It 
wasn 't quite that bad all over Sonoma , but it was very 
bad. 37 

In 1877 with wine at wholesale prices of ten to 
fifteen cents per gallon , production was still high. The 
Bay Area press bemoaned what looked like the end of 
the region as the center of the state 's fine wine 
production. "Full cellars and empty pockets " was 



perfectly illustrated in 1877 at Buena Vista , as 
vineyard decline accelerated and production was 
down to 158,000 gallons. This had been the second 
drought year in a row . There was no thought by the 
Board to replant dead and dying vineyards . There was 
no money to do it and there was still no solution 
understood for the phylloxera infestation. 

With the wine industry tottering and the two-year 
drought accelerating the death of the vineyards , the 
BVVS leaders saw no way out . On July 22, 1878 the 
trustees , still faced with loads of unpaid debt , 
announced their intention to unincorporate the com· 
pany. There were still almost 6,000 acres ofland with 
economic value , even as bare land. 39 

The land and buildings were sold to Robert C. 
Johnson in January 1879 . He had been a member of 
the BVVS Board of Trustees and had a large fortune 
based on his father 's iron works in San Francisco. 40 

Johnson had no strong interest in winegrowing , but 
there was still activity for a while , even though the 
vineyards were now totally infested. In 1879 there 
were 57,000 gallons. Thereafter grapes were shipped 
to San Francisco wine producers. After 1883 Johnson 
and Buena Vista were out of the wine and grape 
busine ss.41 

The Johnson 's Buena Vista Castle 

Johnson and his wife were primarily art collectors. 
They sold off all but 300 acres of the estate and spent 
heavily to restore the land to its natural beauty . The 
great winer y buildings were preserved and used to 
breed and keep carriage horses . The couple built a 
great mansion , which eventually burned down . The 
winery and press house passed through several 
owners until they were resuscitated for wine produc· 
tion by Frank and Antonia Bartholomew in 1943 .42 

Buena Vista 's demise was due more to a perfect 
storm of bad luck than bad management. But if the 
trust ees could hav e seen eve nts and conditions over 
the next two years , the y might have hung on. Betw een 
1877 and 1882 Sonoma County 's vineyard acreage 
almost doubled. By 1879 the re wer e no more "full 
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cellars and empty pockets. " After the 1878 vintage the 
Pacific Rural Press wrote that , "a winemaker 's face 
these days is a joyful thing to behold ." The San 
Francisco press was now reporting booming land 
prices in Sonoma County. Good times were coming , 
but no one yet was predicting the massive wine boom 
that was on the way, which would help to change the 
face of Sonoma and Napa permanently .43 

[continued next issue - Napa Co.] 
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FOSTER, cont. fromp.19-

several black and white photos, one map and a so·so 
index. (I say this because while the text mentions 
several wine newsletters , including the Grapevine, 
and even quotes Dan Berger , there is no index·citing 
to any of this.) Highly recommended. 

Power Entertaining: Secrets to Building Lasting 
Relationships, Hosting Unforgettable Events, and 
Closing Big Deals from America's 1st Master 
Sommeh·er by Eddie Osterland, M.S. Hoboken , New 
Jersey : John Wiley & Sons , 2012. 220 pp. , hardback, 
$21.95 . 

" ... terrific book ... creative, fresh ideas ... " 

E
ddie Osterland , America 's very first Master 
Sommelier , has produced a terrific book aimed 
at top-level business individuals needing 

direction on hosting wine business events or business 
dinners . He offers creative, fresh ideas and insightful 
suggestions for staging such events. (After reading his 
explanation of why Caesar salad is so often pushed by 
hotels for their banquets, I may never eat another 
bite.) Even for those of us who have been involved in 
wine for some time , there is interesting and new 

.material. 
The second half of his book is more of a general 

treatise on wine making and wine drinking that is 
probably very familiar territory to most California 
Grapevine readers. 

One of the things that makes this work so readable 
is Osterland 's humor . In the introduction he describes 
his final departure from his student days in France . 
When his car runs out of coolant , he is forced to pour 
bottles of wine into the radiator to coax the vehicle to 
make it to the airport-the wines included a 1959 
Lafite and a 1959 Mouton. But it was 1973 and these 
were only $10 bottles back then. Only a single bottle 
made it with Osterland to the airport and he drank 
that bottle on the plane trip home. Highly 
r ecommended. 

[Bob Fost er, a founder of the Way ward Tendrils, has been the 
longtime re viewer of wine books-in addition to his duti es on the 
weekly wine -tas ting p anel-f or the California Grapevine , based in 
San Diego, CA. We send our Tendril thanks for their al ways 
generous p ermi ssion to reprint Bob 's l'evie ws. - Ed.] 
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Ferdinand A. Haber (1838-1914), Agent for the celebrated Inglenook Vineyards, 
was also one of California's greatest wine men. See Haber's story 

by Marvin Collins. 
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