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A LIFE, NOT A LIFESTYLE
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trends, by attendant hoopla uncorked over
$150-plus bottles of cabernet sauvignon.

But before winemaking became a fashionable
lifestyle, it was just a life. It attracted far more

farmers than movie prbducers. Some of the old-
timers have names that are familiar, if not fabled: -

Ernest and his late brother, Julio Gallo. Robert
Mondavi. John Parducci.

Others, like Perelli-Minetti’s, are more obscure,
though no less colorful in the saga of California
wine.

For a time, Perelli-Minetti was a one-man show:
owner, bung pounder, bottle washer, stock boy.

Now, he’s just a salesman. He makes his rounds
with a hired driver in a white commercial van,
stocked with cases that he keeps stored in his ga-
rage.

His father, Antonio Perelli-Minetti, impetuous
and hot-tempered, came to California around 1902.
While Antonio’s father, Guisippi, had a winery in
Italy, he himself was a graduate of the Royal Insti-
tute of Viticulture and Enology in Conigleano,
Italy. Antonio Perelli-Minetti worked first as a
winemaker for Pietro Rossi, owner of Italian
Swiss Colony, where he was promptly fired; then
Pioneer Winery in Livermore; and briefly at leg-
endary Beaulieu.

Around 1910, he moved his young family to Mex-
ico, where he tefriended Pancho Villa, started an

auspicious, if ill-fated, winery in Torreon and got

caught up in the crossfire of the Mexican Revolu-
tion, hardly a climate for growing grapes. Still,
plenty eventful.

He returned to California around 1927, to Ukiah,
where earlier he had a winery, and then down to
Delano, where he sold canned grape concentrate
during Prohibition. After the repeal of Prohibi-
tion in 1933, he started A. Perelli-Minetti & Sons,
which 'produced tank cars of inexpensive table
wines. He died in 1976.

“He had more guts than anybody I ever knew,”
Mario Perelli-Minetti says. “He went broke. He
picked the business up again. He never stopped.
He never complained.”

Thus, to those groundbreakers, and their descen-
dants, let us pause to savor and salute their accom-
plishments.

“These guys made wine because they wanted
to,” says Bob Thompson, who helped edit “The
University of California-Sotheby Book of Califor-

nia Wine.” “They were not in it for social position '

or to get rich.”

Of the latter, he says, “There’s nothing wrong
with that. But from my perspective, the winemak-
ers of today are much less interesting people. They
don’t make wine; they want to be winemakers.
There’s a huge difference.”

Says Jim Lapsley, an adjunct associate profes-
sor at the University of California at Davis, and
author of “Bottled Poetry”: “They were all fairly
humble men, rooted in place, mostly Italian, for
whom the production of wine was essentially like
making cheese or bread. It (wine) was something
you consumed every day.”

Most of these winemakers grew up during Prohi-
bition (1920-33), when wineries shut down, but
vineyards still grew profitable by sendmg rail
cars of hardy grapes to the East Coast for home
winemakers.

“There was no market for wine. There was no
notion of quality,” Lapsley says of that period.
"'I_‘here was no science associated with making
wine.”

If those market forces weren't bleak enough, the
repeal of Prohibition’s initial promise was

crushed by the Depression, when the public taste:

was solely for sweet, fortified wines, a trend that
continued for the next 30 years.

End of industry predicted

By 1960, Napa grape acreage was down to
9,000 acres and some people were predicting the
industry's demise. There was no money in making
wine — no romance, no status.

“I think their greatest contribution is that they

Robert Mondavi at his winery in Oakville on April 14;
said of his career and journey in the wine industry,
‘it has materiaiized beyond my expectations.’

by Peter Mondavi.

The Krug winery, started in 1861, was bought in
1943 by Peter’s father, Cesare Mondavi (1883-1959).
AnItalian immigrant, Cesare launched the family
wine business in Lodi in the 1920s with his wife,
Rosa. Following repeal, the couple started
Acampo Winery.

In 1965, brothers Peter and Robert Mondavi had
a famous falling out, and Robert left Charles Krug
to start his own winery. The rest is a wealth of

wine history. Any residual Mondavi discord has

long been dissolved.

Today is a celebration — yet one tinged with |

sadness. Every year, a few more old-timers die.
And, of course, every luncheon misses the ti-

tanic presence of Julio Gallo, who starfed the lun-

cheons 20 years ago and, with drama worthy of his
stature, would arrive at Krug from Modesto via
his helicopter, alighting on a patch of lawn paint-
ed with a huge X.

Gallo died in-a vehicle accident in 1993. Ernest,
96, though a certified old-timer, does not attend
the luncheons or give interviews.

Peter Mondavi, 90, is an affable fellow. He is
rather short, with olive green eyes and silver hair.
Asked to comment about the unifying trait of his
generation, he says: “A love of wine. We love it.
That's why we're all here. We love the business.
And there were bad years when you had to love
it””

The years are pretty sweet now?

He concedes the point with a smile.

A toast: ‘Here’s to good friends’

John Parducci, one of the founding fathers of
Mendocino County wine, is sitting in a chair, one
hand clasping a cane, the other a glass of what is
likely a Charles Krug sauvignon blanc.

Parducci, 87, is outspoken, at times testy. “I'm
39 years old!” he blurts out. “I don’t like wine! And
I don’t know anything about this organization!”

He laughs. Then softens. If the listener has the
stamina, Parducci will talk wine all afternoon.

“We loved our product,” he begins. “We loved
people. This has never changed. Even when the
wine industry wasn’t a big thing like it is today.
We're just simple wine people. We like to make
good wine. And we like to be around good people.

JOSE LUIS VILLEGAS/THE SACRAMENTO BEE
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. Christensen said.

The weed always has been around, but i
until last month that University of Califo
searchers confirmed that some strains o
become resistant to herbicides like Rounc

Regearchers were alarmed by the weed
proliferation. Its spindly stalks can be seen
out of Napa Valley vmeyards in the Nortl
hlghways and pastures in the Central Val

' in Southern California fields.
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Delaware in 2000, glyphosate-resistant hot
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“These guys made wine because they wanted
to,” says Bob Thompson, who helped edit “The
University of California-Sotheby Book of Califor-
nia Wine.” “They were not in it for social position
or to get rich.”

Of the latter, he says, “There’s nothing wrong
with that. But from my perspective, the winemak-
ers of today are much less interesting people. They
don’t make wine; they want to be winemakers.
There’s a huge difference.”

Says Jim Lapsley, an adjunct associate profes-
sor at the University of California at Davis, and
author of “Bottled Poetry”: “They were all fairly
humble men, rooted in place, mostly Italian, for
whom the production of wine was essentially like
making cheese or bread. It (wine) was something
you consumed every day.”

Most of these winemakers grew up during Prohi-
bition (1920-33), when wineries shut down, but
vineyards still grew profitable by sending rail
cars of hardy grapes to the East Coast for home
winemakers.

“There was no market for wine. There was no
notion of quality,” Lapsley says of that period.
“There was no science associated with making
wine.”

If those market forces weren’t bleak enough, the
repeal of Prohibition’s initial promise was
crushed by the Depression, when the public taste
was solely for sweet, fortified wines, a trend that
continued for the next 30 years.

End of indusiry predicted

By 1960, Napa grape acreage was down to
9,000 acres and some people were predicting the
industry's demise. There was no money in making
wine — no romance, no status.

“1 think their greatest contribution is that they
endured, that they survived,” says Thomas Pin-
ney, author of the benchmark, two-volume “A His-
tory of Wine In America,” of the pivotal genera-
tion.

Every four months or so, a loyal, if dwindling,
group of survivors meets for lunch, for gossip, for
bonhomie. The elite wine summit is called, cas-
ually enough, “The Old-Timers Luncheon.”

On an afternoon last year in late October, the
Old-Timers met at the handsome, manicured es-
tate of Charles Krug Winery in St. Helena, owned
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tho start hxs ownwmery The rest is a wealth of
wine history. Any residual Mondavi discord has

long been dissolved.

Today is a celebration — yet one tinged with
sadness. Every year, a few more old-timers die.

And, of course, every luncheon misses the ti-
tanic presence of Julio Gallo, who started the lun-
cheons 20 years ago and, with drama worthy of his
stature, would arrive at Krug from Modesto via
his helicopter, alighting on a patch of lawn paint-
ed with a huge X.

Gallo died in a vehicle accident in 1993. Ernest,
96, though a certified old-timer, does not attend
the luncheons or give interviews.

Peter Mondavi, 90, is an affable fellow. He is
rather short, with olive green eyes and silver hair.
Asked to comment about the unifying trait of his
generation, he says: “A love of wine. We love it.
That’s why we’re all here. We love the business.
And there were bad years when you had to love
it!”

The years are pretty sweet now?

He concedes the point with a smile.

A toast: ‘Here’s to good friends’

John Parducci, one of the founding fathers of
Mendocino County wine, is sitting in a chair, one
hand clasping a cane, the other a glass of what is
likely a Charles Krug sauvignon blanc.

Parducci, 87, is outspoken, at times testy. “I'm
39 years old!” he blurts out. “Idon’t like wine! And
I don’t know anything about this organization!”

He laughs. Then softens. If the listener has the
stamina, Parducci will talk wine all afternoon.

“We loved our product,” he begins. “We loved
people. This has never changed. Even when the
wine industry wasn't a big thing like it is today.
We're just simple wine people. We like to make
good wine. And we like to be around good people.
What else is there to say?”

Robert Mondavi, 92, appears, accompanied by
his wife, Margrit. He exudes charisma. He hugs
his brother. He gets a glass of wine and makes a
beeline for an old pal — Mario Perelli-Minetti.

It’s time for lunch. They are seated. Their gaze
shifts to the front. Peter Mondavi stands, lifts his
glass and makes a toast: “Here’s to good friends.
And let’s not worry about the wine business.”

Indeed, after so many years of toil and upheaval,
there’s really not much to worry about.
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