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Since 1954 the Oral History Center of the Bancroft Library, formerly the Regional Oral History 
Office, has been interviewing leading participants in or well-placed witnesses to major events in 
the development of Northern California, the West, and the nation. Oral History is a method of 
collecting historical information through tape-recorded interviews between a narrator with 
firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-informed interviewer, with the 
goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical record. The tape recording is 
transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the interviewee. The 
corrected manuscript is bound with photographs and illustrative materials and placed in The 
Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in other research collections for 
scholarly use. Because it is primary material, oral history is not intended to present the final, 
verified, or complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, offered by the interviewee in 
response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply involved, and irreplaceable. 
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All uses of this manuscript are covered by a legal agreement between The 
Regents of the University of California and Michael Mondavi dated March 25, 
2019. The manuscript is thereby made available for research purposes. All literary 
rights in the manuscript, including the right to publish, are reserved to The 
Bancroft Library of the University of California, Berkeley. Excerpts up to 1000 
words from this interview may be quoted for publication without seeking 
permission as long as the use is non-commercial and properly cited. 

Requests for permission to quote for publication should be addressed to The 
Bancroft Library, Head of Public Services, Mail Code 6000, University of 
California, Berkeley, 94720-6000, and should follow instructions available online 
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Michael Mondavi, “Michael Mondavi: A Lifelong Engagement with Napa 
Valley Wine” conducted by Martin Meeker in 2018, Oral History Center, 
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Michael Mondavi is founder of Folio Fine Wine Partners and. Michael Mondavi Family Estate. 
Mondavi served in several capacities at the Robert Mondavi Winery prior to 2004, including as 
winemaker, CEO, and chairman of the board. Michael Mondavi is a third-generation Napa 
Valley vintner, preceded by his grandfather Cesare Mondavi and his father Robert Mondavi. In 
this interview, Mondavi describes: his early memories of Napa Valley, where he raised, 
including attending functions of the Napa Valley Vintners (NVV) with his father; the 
transformation of NVV during the 1970s and 1980s; focus on issues including the environment, 
agricultural sustainability, and government relations; and his work in establishing Robert 
Mondavi Winery in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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Napa Valley Vintners Project History 

 
The Napa Valley Vintners (NVV) Oral History Project was initiated in 2018 following a series 
of conversations between representatives of NVV and UC Berkeley’s Oral History Center. In 
anticipation of the NVV’s 75th anniversary year in 2019, the NVV agreed to sponsor an oral 
history project documenting the contributions of the organization to the growth and improvement 
of the wine industry in the United States; the establishment and protection of “Napa Valley” as a 
place known worldwide for the quality of its wines; and the people who made all of this possible.  
 
The oral histories in this project were designed to be rather brief two-hour interviews; in these 
the narrators were asked about their interest and engagement with the wine business in general 
before turning the focus to their participation in and observations of the NVV. Interviews in this 
project are wide-ranging, touching on a number of issues and topics going back to the very 
beginning of the organization in 1944—in fact, two of the first project narrators were children of 
NVV founders (Michael Mondavi is the son of Robert Mondavi; Robin Lail is the daughter of 
John Daniel, Jr.). Narrators describe the growth and transformation of the organization in the 
1970s and 1980s; during this time the NVV ceased being a small group of vintners who viewed 
the organization as a social club as much as an industry group and changed into something much 
more consequential. Narrators, including Bob Trinchero and John Shafer, tell how the NVV 
grew into a large and influential organization that impacted the law, policy, trade, and marketing 
of wine in the United States and abroad. Other narrators describe the organization’s emerging 
and expanding interest in protecting the environment, limiting urban growth, preserving 
agricultural lands, and advocating for sustainable practices in the vineyards and cellars of Napa 
Valley. Key people and projects of the organization are touched upon in most interviews, with 
special attention paid to Auction Napa Valley, the country’s premier charitable wine auction that 
was established in 1981 and now raises millions of dollars a year for community health and 
education organizations in Napa Valley.  
 
The Napa Valley Vintners Oral History Project builds upon decades of interviews conducted by 
the Oral History Center that document the history of wine in California and, in some cases, the 
specific history of the NVV. These oral histories date back to the late 1960s and include 
interviews with NVV founders Louis M. Martini and Robert Mondavi, as well as 
Eleanor McCrae, Joseph Heitz, Dan Duckhorn, and several other NVV leaders.  
 
Martin Meeker 
Charles B. Faulhaber Director 
Oral History Center of The Bancroft Library 
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Interview 1: December 5, 2018 
 
01-00:00:11 
Meeker: This is Martin Meeker interviewing Michael Mondavi for the Napa Valley 

Vintners Oral History Project. Today is Wednesday, the fifth of December, 
2018, and we are here, just outside the town of Napa, at the offices of Folio 
Wine, which is in importing and—  

01-00:00:30 
Mondavi: It’s really an import marketing sales company. It’s also the offices of our 

Michael Mondavi Family Estates, which is the wines that we produce from 
our vineyard, under our family name.   

01-00:00:42 
Meeker: Great. Well, thank you. And again, thank you for letting me interrupt your day 

and sequester a few of your hours.  

01-00:00:52 
Mondavi: You’re actually going to make my day much more pleasant, so thank you.   

01-00:00:55 
Meeker: You’re welcome. It hasn’t happened yet, though. We begin these interviews 

the same with everyone, and that’s just tell me your name, your date and place 
of birth.   

01-00:01:07 
Mondavi: I’m Robert Michael Mondavi. I go by Michael. I was born at the St. Helena 

Hospital on January 23, 1943.   

01-00:01:19 
Meeker: The next question I usually ask is, tell me about the circumstances into which 

you were born, but of course there’s a pretty broad knowledge about Robert 
and Marjorie Mondavi, your father and mother. Why don’t you take me back 
and tell me a little bit about the longer history of the family, how the 
Mondavis got to Napa Valley.  

01-00:01:42 
Mondavi: Okay. The great part is, we got to Napa Valley because of Prohibition. My 

grandmother and grandfather immigrated through Ellis Island to Virginia, 
Minnesota, where my grandfather and his brother worked in the iron mines 
there. After about two years, there was a cave-in. My grandfather’s brother 
was killed in that cave-in, and my grandfather, from that point forward, was 
literally afraid—had claustrophobia—was afraid to go back into the mines. 
So, he went to work for a fellow who had a general store/cafe/bar there that 
serviced the local miners and the Italian immigrants, the German immigrants, 
and he worked there from 1908 until about 1920. When Prohibition was 
announced, my grandfather went to the shop owner and said, “People can 
produce 200 gallons of wine per household, per year. I know about grapes and 
wine. Send me to California. I’ll buy grapes and winemaking supplies, and 
bring them back to your store so you can sell them to the community.” He did 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 2 

 

that in 1920, and brought back a few railroad cars full of grapes. Back then, 
they put a layer of grapes in boxes, and then sprayed ice on them, and another 
layer of boxed grapes, and spray ice on them. My grandfather selected 
Zinfandel, because it was a good grape to eat, it had the solid skin, it made 
good red wine, but it could travel well and not get mushy and moldy. The 
following year, he said, “I’ll give you special consideration, but I’m going to 
move my wife and four children to Lodi, California and start a grape-
shipping/winemaking supply company.” Thank God for Prohibition, because 
without that, the family probably would have stayed in Minnesota.  

 My grandfather continued doing that after Repeal, he used the grape-
shipping/wine supply as a foundation, and then started selling wine in bulk, 
producing wines in the Central Valley. From that time through the late fifties, 
early sixties, the vast majority of all wine sold in America was not sold in 
bottles and national brands. It was sold in railcars, or barrels, or tank cars, to 
regional bottlers, shippers, who were also wholesalers. That continued.  

My father graduated from Stanford University in 1937, and my grandfather, 
with his vision, said, “The future for wine is in Napa. They’ll produce better 
quality than we can produce in the San Joaquin Valley. Bob, I want you to go 
to Napa. You make the higher-quality wines. I’ll make the Central Valley 
wines. We can sell them both to the same customer. They can blend them, et 
cetera.” That worked beautifully, until 1942. The government got involved 
again. There was, first, Prohibition, then repeal, and then, in ’42, wage and 
price controls. They froze the price of wine at 12.5 cents a gallon. My 
grandfather could make a profit at 12.5 cents, but in Napa, no, the grapes were 
more expensive, and he couldn’t. So my father realized, if you convert wine, 
the commodity, to a consumer product, it’s no longer under the wage and 
price control. My father said, “I think I can sell Napa Valley Cabernet 
Sauvignon for twenty-five cents a bottle.” Five bottles to the gallon. A dollar 
twenty-five versus 12.5 cents. There’s a lot of room for the packaging, for 
marketing sales, and yes, that wonderful word, profit.  

01-00:06:04 
Meeker: Can you describe for me the difference between selling wine as a commodity 

and as a consumer product? Did that allow you to sell wine at more than what 
the price controls called for?  

01-00:06:17 
Mondavi: The wage and price controls froze commodities. They didn’t affect—at least 

in the wine business—the consumer pricing. If you’re a regional wholesaler, 
and I produce the wine, I crush the grapes, make the wine, and I go to you and 
say, “I have 10,000 gallons of Zinfandel to sell you,” the most I could sell that 
for would be 12.5 cents a gallon. I could sell it cheaper, but I couldn’t sell it 
more. You take that wine, put it into a bottle—meaning convert it from a 
commodity to a consumer product—you can charge any price the market will 
bear. Well, the original producer, the winery, could do the same. And so the 
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winery decided—and not just my father and Charles Krug—but there was an 
avalanche of winemakers that went from just selling wine in bulk, to selling 
wine in the bottle. The story my father told me was they were renting the 
Sunny St. Helena Winery in the south end of St. Helena, and there was no 
bottling wine. If you wanted to bottle a wine, you’d have to siphon it out of 
the barrel or out of the tank with a little Tygon hose. My father went to the 
Forni family, who owned that, and the Mondavis were leasing the winery 
from them, and said, “Increase our lease, but please put in a bottling line. We 
need a filler, a corker, a labeler. We’re willing to pay more rent, but we have 
to convert our wine, the commodity, to a consumer product.” Old Mr. Charlie 
Forni said, “Oh, at the end of the war, the wage and price control will go off. 
We’ll go back to selling wine the modern way, shipping only the liquid to 
regional bottlers”—a la Coca-Cola, regional bottlers. He said, “No, I won’t.” 
So my father went to a fellow by the name of Paul Alexander, the local banker 
at Bank of America, and said, “I need to find a winery.”  

 Charles Krug was available, owned by the Moffitt family. My uncle was still 
in the service. He came home, got a pass, and my father, uncle, and 
grandfather went and met Mr. Moffitt in San Francisco, to talk about 
potentially purchasing the Charles Krug Winery, which was defunct at that 
time. It hadn’t been operating since Prohibition. Mr. Moffitt had envisioned 
buying that—he was a banker—and buying that for his daughters’ families 
and their husbands, and the husbands weren’t interested, so he decided he 
would sell it. My grandfather talked about creating a winery with his two sons 
and two daughters, and they negotiated the price, which was $75,000 for 160 
acres, plus the winery buildings, albeit not operational, and a couple of homes, 
older homes, on the property. The biggest item of negotiation was the interest. 
I think they paid three and an eighth percent. My grandfather wanted three, 
and the banker wanted three and a quarter, so they compromised at three and 
an eighth. They went out to lunch then, the banker and my father, uncle, and 
grandfather, and they went to the old Poodle Dog restaurant, which was in 
downtown San Francisco. As they were having lunch, Mr. Moffitt’s secretary 
drew up the agreement. They went back from lunch, signed it, and then my 
father was able to negotiate a loan from the Bank of America to help pay for 
it. But it was because of, again, wage and price controls, something put in by 
the government. Most people would think, oh, that’s terrible; what am I going 
to do? Because of my grandfather’s instinct of, hey, the glass is 2 percent full, 
there’s got to be an opportunity somewhere, it got the creative juices flowing, 
and they were able to get into the bulk wine business, the bottled wine 
business, in jugs, gallons and half-gallons, with CK Mondavi, and then the 
Charles Krug, the Napa Valley premium wine, and that really got them 
started. 

01-00:11:07 
Meeker: There are so many interesting points in all of this. One of the surprising 

things, I think, is that, back in the thirties and early forties, when there was a 
desire by your father and your grandfather to explore the fine wine market, the 
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table wine market, instead of the bulk wine market, it was already known then 
that the place you go is Napa Valley. Did he talk about that, like how it was 
known and what they knew about what was going on in Napa, or the potential 
of the place?  

01-00:11:39 
Mondavi: No, but the history, even in the thirties and forties, the history of Napa was 

probably the best history of any California wine region. It started with George 
C. Yount—and I think it was 1838—planting the first grapes, and then, in 
1861, Charles Krug, the first commercial winery, and then, over the next 
twenty years, 140 wineries were established. They got up to 15,800 acres by 
1890, and then phylloxera came in, and over about an eight-year period, it 
dropped down to 2,000 acres. Most of the wineries went out of business. 
Many viticulturists went out of business. But during that time, some of the 
wines were submitted to World’s Fairs. There was a World’s Fair—I think it 
was 1906—in Paris. Three Napa Valley wines got gold medals. Those 
wineries were all up in the hills—the vineyards were all hillside vineyards—
and went out of business, even before Prohibition, because of the phylloxera 
problems, before 1919, 1920. Napa had a quality reputation, and that’s one of 
the things that brought my grandfather. There was a fellow by the name of—
oh my goodness—J.W. Crabb, who started the To-Kalon Vineyard, and in the 
1890s, even when this whole phylloxera problem was taking place, he, 
working with the University of California, Berkeley, brought in 400 different 
varieties of grapes, in a test vineyard, in the Oakville area. My grandfather, 
because of buying grapes during Prohibition, from the twenties through the 
thirties and all, knew that the quality of fruit and the flavor in the grapes in 
Napa were spectacular.   

01-00:13:43 
Meeker: You were born in 1943, and the family had purchased Charles Krug in 1943. 

Did your father move up near St. Helena?  

01-00:13:58 
Mondavi: When I was six months old, the family moved into one of the homes, that was 

literally a hundred yards from the Charles Krug winery. From the time I was 
about five, my babysitter was the cellar master, and my jungle gym were the 
tanks and barrels. They had old conveyers that would take empty boxes up to 
the bottling room on the top floor, and then bring full ones down. I got in 
more trouble riding those conveyors—you know, see if I could do it without 
getting caught. It was fun. 

01-00:14:31 
Meeker: Within a year—and certainly, you wouldn’t remember this firsthand—but an 

organization called Napa Valley Vintners was established, and your father 
was one of the founding members of that. I understand that you’ve been told a 
little bit about why this happened, and who was involved.   
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01-00:14:48 
Mondavi: Yeah. There were seven original founding winery members, Charles Krug, my 

father, and uncle being one of them. The objective of the Napa Valley 
Vintners was to pool their research on grape-growing, viticulture, pool their 
research on enology and winemaking, and to pool their effort on building the 
image of Napa. So their objective, from a marketing, PR, and sales standpoint, 
was Napa is number one, and our individual brand is number two. It showed 
that you could be competitive from a marketing or sales standpoint, but you 
could be synergistically complementary through building a better industry. It 
was a great model that they set up in the original thinking of the Napa Valley 
Vintners.  

01-00:15:44 
Meeker: That’s pretty interesting, because you read about history of winemaking in 

Bordeaux, or even Burgundy, and actually even Napa in the 1930s—in the 
André Tchelistcheff oral history, he talks about coming here in the 1930s. I 
think Maynard Amerine came to the BV property, and George Latour sees this 
scholar coming in, and he kicks him off, because he doesn’t want any of the 
trade secrets shared. I think that that was how it was in France, too.  

01-00:16:21 
Mondavi: It was really interesting, because André Tchelistcheff, Louie Martini, Otto 

Beringer, and Roy Raymond, the brother-in-law, and my father and uncle, 
formed the Napa Valley Wine Technical Group. I’m not clear whether it was 
at the same time or potentially before Napa Valley Vintners. They would get 
together about once a month, and they would bring their wines, and all they 
talked about was, “Here’s an example of this wine from this vineyard. An 
example of this wine that I fermented this way,” or whatever. André 
Tchelistcheff was really the leader of the brain trust there, and the others 
followed. My uncle was truly the winemaker of our family, and my father was 
more of the marketer, the sales strategist, but they loved getting together with 
André and a number of the other winemakers, because one minute they were 
the student, and the next minute they were the teacher, and it was a very 
dynamic time for learning how to produce better-quality wines. In that 
process, with the Wine Technical Group, my uncle discovered—and I think 
Maynard Amerine had a lot to do with it—if you have cold fermentation of 
white wines, they stay fresher and brighter, and are much more user-friendly 
and enjoyable with food. It was because of this whole cooperation, rather 
than, “Oh, it’s my company secret.” It’s totally different, as you indicated, 
than it is, even to this day, in France, in Burgundy, Chablis. They keep a lot of 
secrets from each other.  

01-00:18:16 
Meeker: Did your father ever muse about why that cooperation was possible, or why it 

was part of the culture here?   
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01-00:18:23 
Mondavi: I think the reason it became part of the culture is a little word called survival. 

Most of the winery families—and I think the Sullivans were probably an 
exception to that—were struggling to make sure that the cash flow of being in 
the wine business didn’t bankrupt you. Most of them, whether it was Beringer 
or Charles Krug, et cetera, in addition to having their bank loans, had to have 
loans from a warehouse company, where the wines that were in their 
warehouse had a special lock and key, and you had to get permission to go in 
there, and you had to have the warehouse person open it. I remember that, as a 
young boy, ten, twelve years old, there was one warehouse they had to wait 
until the guy from the warehouse company was called, Haslett Warehouse 
Company, that loaned him money, but they wanted to make sure their 
collateral was safe and nothing would happen to it. So it was a difficult 
financial era. The hours—if you talk about, oh, a forty-hour work week, and 
you can’t work more than eight hours without overtime, I don’t think any one 
of those founders worked any less than twelve hours a day, many times six 
days a week.   

01-00:19:55 
Meeker: The vintners, if you look at the names of the founders, a large number of them 

are Italian names. What was the culture surrounding that? Certainly not all of 
them, and some of these other individuals you talk about don’t seem to have 
an Italian background.  

01-00:20:12 
Mondavi: There was German, there was Prussian, but Italian was really the more 

prominent. I don’t know if California, in the Napa Valley, is more like regions 
of Italy. Maybe the heritage of the families coming from those regions of Italy 
kind of migrated to places where they felt more comfortable. If you look at it, 
there’s probably greater German populations in the Midwest, where it’s colder 
and not so Mediterranean climate. I’ve not studied that, so I wouldn’t know. 
During Prohibition and after Prohibition, through the fifties, whether it was 
the Gallos, the Cellas, Italian Swiss Colony—which was a cooperative of 
grape-growers, the vast majority being Italian heritage—they knew they had 
to work together, because, as late as 1965, 80 percent of all wines sold in 
America was port, sherry, or muscatel. It was 82 percent, actually. Of the 18 
percent that was table wine, less than 1 percent was fine wine made from 
Napa and Sonoma. So people just didn’t know about it.    

01-00:21:42 
Meeker: Did your family go to church when you were growing up?  

01-00:21:44 
Mondavi: We did. We went to the St. Helena Catholic Church. We would go there, and 

we’d sit in the same pew on the right side, about two-thirds back. My brother, 
sister, and I, our little job was to fill out the little envelope and put something 
in it, whether it was change or paper.   
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01-00:22:08 
Meeker: Was it mostly other wine families who were at that church, do you recall?  

01-00:22:12 
Mondavi: St. Helena had a population of under 3,000 people at that time. The local 

doctor was—Dr. Wood was the historic doctor, but Dr. Paladini was another 
one of the doctors. So there was Italian influence, even with the medical 
community in Napa. Where I was born, my siblings, my cousins were all 
born, at the St. Helena Hospital, which, coincidentally, is a Seventh-day 
Adventist hospital, and they don’t believe in drinking alcoholic beverage, et 
cetera, but that’s where we were all born.   

01-00:22:54 
Meeker: Who was your father friends with, say, when you were growing up? You 

would have graduated high school by 1960.  

01-00:23:06 
Mondavi: All of his friends were wine people. Louis Martini; Larry Solari, who was the 

head of Italian Swiss Colony; the Beringer family, which was literally across 
the street; Al Carpy, whose family had great history going back in the Napa 
Valley; Brother Tim of the Christian Brothers, who were very proactive at that 
time. Their friends were really all wine industry associates.  

01-00:23:46 
Meeker: What was the role of wine in your household growing up? Was it something 

that you were exposed to?  

01-00:23:52 
Mondavi: There was a half-gallon jug of Zinfandel. You irreligiously called it “dago 

red.” [laughter] In my grandfather and grandmother’s house, both the house 
they had in Lodi and the house they had in St. Helena, they didn’t have wine 
glasses with stemware. They had, literally, the Mary Ellen jam and jelly jars, 
because they didn’t have to go out and buy them, and that’s what they would 
drink wine in. I remember, when I was probably nine or ten, visiting my 
grandmother and grandfather in Lodi, in the summer. It was quite warm. 
Needless to say, no air conditioning. They still had the old icebox, with a 
twenty-five-pound block of ice in it. My grandfather said, “Mikey, come on 
out here. It’s hot today.” He gave me an icepick. He said, “Put ice in both of 
these glasses,” in little jam or jelly jars. I did, and he went to the half-gallon 
jug, and he poured his about half-full. He put about a quarter inch in mine, and 
went over to the sink, and filled them up with water. He took a sip and he said, 
“On a hot day, wine, water, and ice is the most refreshing beverage.” That was 
really my first introduction, not just to wine, but wine, water, and ice. To this 
day, in the summers, I enjoy red wine and water on the rocks. 

01-00:25:30 
Meeker: That kind of explains some of the appreciation of rosé these days! Were you 

aware of this organization called Napa Valley Vintners growing up?  
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01-00:25:43 
Mondavi: Yes. I was more aware earlier of the Napa Valley Wine Technical Group, 

because they’d rotate meeting in the homes, and about two or three times a 
year, the meeting would be in my family home. But I was aware of Napa 
Valley Vintners, because they had meetings monthly. A fellow by the name of 
Jimmy Beard was the secretary. He was a printer and a publisher of some 
small books, and he printed labels for each of the wineries in the community, 
and made sure that there was a good record of each meeting. Jimmy Beard 
was a friend of my father’s and uncle’s, and he and his wife and kids would 
come over for lunch or dinner periodically. I would be hearing them talking 
about Napa Valley Vintners, whether we’re having a summer picnic lunch, or 
a dinner at home. There was no television. The radio worked intermittently. 
And so the family table was the communication vehicle, and I think that that’s 
something that’s terribly missing in today’s world for the young people, of not 
getting the family heritage, the family values, communicated to them around 
the family table.   

01-00:27:19 
Meeker: Did the vintners ever host picnics or any kind of group gatherings, where the 

families would meet up?  

01-00:27:26 
Mondavi: Not as such. They would hold, really, a business meeting to talk about reports 

from the Wine Technical Group, and then marketing, selling, and what can we 
do to get better attention for Napa, number one, and then our wines, number 
two. They talked about who were some of the good or difficult wholesalers to 
do business with. They were confident enough, I think, without being cocky, 
that if there was a good restaurant or wine shop, whether it was New York, 
Chicago, Dallas, or San Francisco, they would share that, and say, “If we have 
four or five Napa brands on the list, each of us are going to do better than if 
there’s only just one on the list.” And so there was this communication and 
idea exchange, but also information exchange that could help each of them be 
more successful.   

01-00:28:37 
Meeker: What was the rationale behind that idea, do you know?  

01-00:28:42 
Mondavi: I think the results. If Charles Krug was the only Napa wine on the list, and 

there were a lot of other of the more inexpensive jug wines from the San 
Joaquin Valley, they wouldn’t sell very much at that restaurant, as an 
example. Whereas if they had half a dozen Napa wines, it would give them 
maybe a page, and it would get more attention, and each of them would sell 
more than if there was only one on the list. They learned that, undoubtedly, 
through trial and error. There was this, we have to build our industry, and if 
our industry is strong, then we can be strong, and if our industry is weak, then 
we can’t be strong. There was competition between San Joaquin Valley, 
known as the big valley, and the Napa and Sonoma, because trying to get 
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research monies from the university, or get the University of California, 
Davis, at that time, to focus on better research for fine wine versus bulk wine, 
it was always a challenge. I think because the big boys were so big, it 
stimulated we small winery guys in Napa to cooperate so that we could stand 
up to them.   

01-00:30:12 
Meeker: At what point did you decide to join the family business? I believe you were 

working at Charles Krug prior to the split.  

01-00:30:19 
Mondavi: In the summers, starting when I was probably twelve or so, my first job was 

out helping to sucker the vines and things like that. I remember being paid 
sixty cents an hour, a penny a minute. Then, before I was able to work in the 
winery, I worked in the lab, and they taught me how to do the lab analysis, 
and I worked in the maintenance shop, and then at eighteen, I could work 
pumping and handling the wine itself. All of my jobs during summer and 
breaks were at various aspects through the vineyard or winery or lab or shop 
at Charles Krug Winery. In the summer—I must have been a senior in high 
school—they got one of those little flexi-carts that they used to use for going 
under cars, that had the little metal wheels. I had a face mask, and I would get 
under the redwood tanks, that had about fourteen inches of clearance, and the 
redwood tanks were twenty feet tall, but they would seep. Once a year, they’d 
get under each tank and scrape off—it looked like liver—the vinegar that was 
growing there. I’d scrape that off, and then I’d have to scrub it and wash it 
down. My hands were purple, my nails were purple, I smelled like vinegar, 
and I was going out, dating girls. It was very difficult. [laughter] 

01-00:32:03 
Meeker: One of the things that’s interesting here—I think you had mentioned a little bit 

of this off camera—is this question of generational approach to wineries and 
winemaking, and being vintners. Here we are in America, where kids are 
expected and allowed to chart their own path. They get to decide what is 
going to be fulfilling in their own lives. The description is interesting. For 
people who have tried to introduce the winery to the second generation, they 
haven’t done it like this. It’s sort of like, let the kids go free, and if they want 
to come back, they will, but it seems like you were really brought on as an 
apprentice from a young age.   

01-00:32:53 
Mondavi: Well, because of the cellar master babysitter, if you will, but also my parents 

outsmarted me, and they did the same with my brother and sister. What they 
said was, “Just because we’re in the wine business doesn’t mean you have to 
be in the wine business. You have to do what you want to do, because if 
you’re happy in your job, you’ll have a happy life.” The more they said don’t 
come in the wine business, find something else, the more you’d say, no, I’m 
going to be in the wine business. When I was in college, we were on the 
quarter system, and we had classes Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, and 
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on Wednesdays, no class. So I worked for Charles Krug as a sales rep, with 
the local wholesaler, to call on wine shops, restaurants, and to do tastings, and 
to set up stacks of cases in the wine shops. It taught me more about the wine 
industry, the wine business, but it also helped me make some money. Those 
days were probably ten to twelve-hour days, and so I was being paid by the 
hour, but boy, it was good to have a ten or twelve-hour-per-week job when 
you’re in college.  

01-00:34:18 
Meeker: But even these earlier tasks, when you were twelve, thirteen, fourteen, it 

sounds like those were maybe assigned to you as chores.  

01-00:34:26 
Mondavi: Well, no, because they actually paid me, whether it was sixty cents an hour—

and I remember, when I finally got to a dollar an hour, I was really proud. 
Because of having to wash the tanks—and understand that I can walk into a 
cellar today, with all the lights out, and take ten, fifteen steps in there, and just 
smell, and I can tell you if they make good wine or inferior wine. Just because 
of the odor of the winery, and you know if it’s clean and a healthy 
environment for making wine, or if it has some bacteria or some other 
problems in it, and just not healthy and clean. It just can jump right out, 
almost like a flash bulb.  

01-00:35:12 
Meeker: What does a healthy winery smell like?   

01-00:35:15 
Mondavi: It’s clean and fresh, but still smells like wine. An unhealthy winery has not 

that much vinegar, not that much acidic acid, but it’s not fresh. It’s kind of 
heavy. Even if it’s damp, it needs to be fresh. You lose that freshness in the 
air. There’s something going on with bacteria that I don’t understand, because 
I’m not a scientist, but you taste those wines, and there’s a direct correlation to 
the liveliness, the freshness, the delicacy of the wine, in a winery that smells 
fresh versus one that doesn’t.  

01-00:35:54 
Meeker: Let alone one that might smell like brettanomyces.  

01-00:35:56 
Mondavi: Oh, yes. Yes. Absolutely.  

01-00:36:02 
Meeker: You joined your father’s endeavor from the get-go.  

01-00:36:05 
Mondavi: Let me back up if I could.   

01-00:36:07 
Meeker: Okay, please do.  
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01-00:36:12 
Mondavi: When I was about fourteen, just a year before my grandfather passed away, he 

took me out, and we just went for a walk. He bent over and picked up a 
handful of soil there at the Charles Krug vineyard, and he smelled it. He puts 
it under my nose and he says, “Smell. It’s clean. It’s healthy soil.” He goes 
like that, and he says, “When you grow up, what’s your most important job?” 
I said, “Well, I think make good wine.” He said, “That’s important. What’s 
your most important job?” I said, “Make a profit,” because I always knew we 
were struggling to stay alive. He said, “No, your most important job. 
Someday, when this is yours, your siblings’, and your cousins’, the most 
important job will be having this soil healthier for your children than you 
received it from your father or uncle.” He didn’t know a thing about organic, 
biodynamic, but he knew that if you took care of the soil, and it was healthy, it 
could give you good fruit. I totally forgot about that walk in the vineyards 
until 1975, when my brother and I were signing checks at Robert Mondavi 
Winery, and most of the checks were for chemical companies. Fertilizers, 
herbicides, pesticides, fungicides. All of a sudden, that walk in the vineyard 
flashed back into my head, and I shared that with my brother, who’s eight 
years younger than I. We looked at each other and we said, “We’re doing the 
opposite. We have to wean from being chemical farmers, and we have to get 
to natural farming.” It took us about eight or nine years to convert from 
chemical dependency, if you will, to natural farming. Those types of heritage 
messages that you get as a child are far more impactful.  

 My grandmother, in a similar way, when I had her taste 1969 Cabernet, that 
was the first vintage I really was left to make myself—the first ’66, ’67, ’68, 
my father and I worked together. He waved his hands, and I did what he said. 
But ’69—and I had my grandmother taste it, and she said, “Mm, it’s okay. 
Mikey, make good wine.” I said, “What do you mean?” She said, “Make wine 
that tastes good.” I said, “No, no, what do you mean?” expecting her to 
describe Cabernet. She said, “Oh, it’s very simple. When you serve wine to 
family and friends at a meal, if they want a second or third or fourth glass, that 
wine tastes good.” She was about five feet tall, five feet wide. She came up to 
me and she said, “But Michael, if they only drink one glass, you go back to 
work.” She knew that wine had to invite you back into the glass for it to be 
good wine. That’s something that we do when we make our wines, even to 
this day, is we take the final blends to lunch. The glass that gets empty is the 
one we bottle, not the one that wins wine versus wine versus wine. We’ll 
sacrifice two or three points of the Wine Spectator rating, or Parker, or 
whatever, to make sure that wine invites you back into the glass.  

01-00:39:50 
Meeker: When you were speaking with your grandfather and he was giving you this bit 

of advice around soil, was it clear to you at all what he meant by that? What 
was good soil? What were the attributes that he thought were important? 
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01-00:40:08 
Mondavi: At that point, I don’t think it meant, other than—I know they used the skins 

and seeds from pressing, and they had a compost pile, and they’d bring, back 
then, a pickup load of the compost and put a shovel-full by each of the vines 
to just have more nutrients. But his “have the soil healthy” meant more when I 
understood what we were doing with chemical farming. It was realizing, oops, 
we’re not caring for mother nature. We’re trying to harvest the soil rather than 
grow the soil.  

01-00:40:54 
Meeker: When did Robert Mondavi, in their farming, begin to really move out of that?  

01-00:41:02 
Mondavi: That was ’75, ’76. My brother and I said, wow, we really need to get to 

natural farming. Organic farming is really farming by the rules, and if you 
meet those rules, whether it’s natural or not, it can be certified or not certified. 
We think that natural farming is kind of beyond organic. Snake venom is 
organic. It’s not healthy or good for you, but it’s organic.   

01-00:41:39 
Meeker: This is pretty early on. That’s fascinating. Did the French families assist in 

that, or provide any information about how to do that?  

01-00:41:50 
Mondavi: Not really. At least in Bordeaux, they’re pretty heavy chemical farmers. If you 

look at the grape vines in Bordeaux, a lot of them had this turquoise, bluish, 
greenish tint on the grape stakes and the vine, and that’s from copper sulfate. 
Because of the rains they get during the harvest, they have to use a lot of 
copper sulfate to prevent mold or mildew. We’re blessed in the Napa and 
Sonoma areas, because it’s an exceptional year when you have to worry about 
that, not a normal year. The French—I was just there a month ago—are really 
trying to wean themselves from chemical farming to natural farming. There’s 
a difference between organic rules and regulations in Europe, and organic 
rules and regulations in the US. Our attitude is, we’re going to focus on 
natural farming, and then once everybody gets agreement of what organic 
farming is, then we’ll look at that.   

01-00:42:55 
Meeker: When was the first time you, as an adult, went to a meeting of the vintners?  

01-00:43:02 
Mondavi: I probably went to meeting of the vintners when I was in college, with my 

father, when I was home for holiday, or when I was working in the summer, 
because they did encourage the younger people to attend some of the 
meetings. I remember Fred Beringer, who was within six months of my age, 
would attend some of the meetings also. They would also, speaking as a kid, 
have pretty good food at those meetings for the lunch.   

01-00:43:34 
Meeker: What typically transpired at a meeting in that era?  
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01-00:43:38 
Mondavi: They’d have their official business in the morning, followed by a luncheon, 

where most of the people would stay until two thirty, three o’clock, and they 
would just have either personal discussions of “How’s the family?” or this or 
that, or, “Oh, by the way, there’s this big wine show in New York. Are you 
attending?” It was just a broad, free flow of conversation, because the 
objective of the meeting had been completed before luncheon began around 
twelve thirty.  

01-00:44:20 
Meeker: Where were these meetings held?  

01-00:44:21 
Mondavi: At the Lodi Farm Center, on Lodi Lane. If you take Lodi Lane, and it’s kitty-

corner behind the Freemark Abbey Winery. It’s like a white schoolhouse, just 
one big room, and then a wall, some bathrooms and kitchen. They would meet 
in the Lodi Farm Center. The community had a square dance group once a 
month, and most of them were winery folks. It would rotate as who would 
host the monthly square dance. They’d bring their wines, and it was a potluck 
dinner. I remember my wife and I, when we were first married, went to a 
number of those, and we said, “Wow, look at all those old people.” Now, at 
that time, they were half my age.  

01-00:45:17 
Meeker: I’ve talked to a handful of second-generation wine folks, or I guess, in your 

case, third-generation, and there’s sometimes an unfolding, or sometimes 
maybe even a moment of epiphany, where, okay, all the sudden, wine 
becomes more than just the family business. You really begin to understand 
the distinction between what’s fine and what’s okay, and what your own 
palate really is. Was there a moment, or was it more of an unfolding for you 
when you developed your palate?  

01-00:45:54 
Mondavi: I think mine was more of an osmosis, because from the time my grandfather 

gave me that little bit of the red wine with water and ice, when I was probably 
nine or ten, my parents and my grandparents would always allow the young 
people in the family to have a small amount of wine, whether it was red or 
white. They wanted us to appreciate the wine, but they wanted to teach us 
respect of the wine. If any of us were ever a little tipsy, it was like an insult to 
the family. It wasn’t dangerous so much as an insult to the family. You cannot 
do that. It’s bad manners. They taught moderation, just subconsciously, to the 
children, which I wish we could do more of in this country, because when 
you’re twenty-one years of age, you do not have a license to know how to 
consume alcohol.  

01-00:47:03 
Meeker: What about in terms of you developing your own palate and what you thought 

was better, or more attuned to what you liked?  
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01-00:47:13 
Mondavi: When I was finishing high school and in college, I had the luxury of—they’d 

have Monday morning tastings at eleven o’clock at Charles Krug, established 
my uncle. In regards to whether it was a Riesling, a Chenin Blanc, a Cabernet 
Sauvignon, a Zinfandel, a Gamay, they’d have one variety at a time, and 
they’d have different tank samples, they’d have different blend samples, and 
they would also have different competitors in there, two or three others, non-
Charles Krug wines. It was a sit-down, serious tasting. You’d sit down and 
you’d taste the wines, you’d make your notes. The first few, I would just sit 
back and listen to my father, my uncle, the winemaker they had working with 
them, called Rev Kent, and then later Bill Bonetti, talk about their impression 
of what they like, and what character was really very nice or disappointing. I 
didn’t realize it at the time, but it was a unique experience, that when I’m still 
young enough to learn a lot, they were training my palate. Then, for two of 
those years of high school/college combo, I worked in the lab, so I’d run the 
analysis. Bill Bonetti, the winemaker there then, he’d say, “Okay, taste this, 
and now notice that analysis?” So I had this ongoing education when I was 
working there in the summer. It was like an apprentice, every summer, in the 
wine business, from high school through college.  

01-00:49:20 
Meeker: You had talked about, in terms of the vintner story, coming to some of these 

meetings. When did you become sort of a regular participant in it?  

01-00:49:31 
Mondavi: Right after we started the Robert Mondavi Winery, 1966. I would go with my 

father to the Napa Valley Vintners meetings, unless there was something 
pressing that had to be done at the winery. Then he would go to the vintners, 
and I’d finish up at the winery. I really enjoyed more, in the early years, going 
to the Napa Valley Wine Technical meetings. Those would take place in the 
afternoon, and they’d bring different research wines that they were working 
on, whether we would bring them or other wineries bring them. You’d taste 
them, talk about them, and then have a dinner. Brother Justin, who then 
became Justin Meyer, at Silver Oak, Brother Justin would bring some of their 
great port from Christian Brothers, and we would all sit back after the 
technical meetings and a very nice dinner, and enjoy port and talk story until 
about one o’clock in the morning.  

01-00:50:43 
Meeker: Is there an institutional connection between the technical group and the 

vintners?  

01-00:50:47 
Mondavi: They were always kind of joined at the hip, but they were different vision. The 

Wine Technical Group was really focused on viticulture, enology. The Napa 
Valley Vintners was more on marketing, selling, the image of Napa, and 
ensuring that we don’t have government restrictions and higher taxes and 
things like that.  
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01-00:51:15 
Meeker: Did you start to participate in any particular committees as time goes on?  

01-00:51:20 
Mondavi: At Napa Valley Vintners, yes. I kind of went through a cycle of the different 

committees. During that time, we then created an offshoot, called the Wine 
Market Council, which were about two dozen wineries, not just Napa Valley, 
that decided we didn’t have the resources to get additional research in the 
marketplace individually. It cost too much. The big wineries and the corporate 
wineries owned by Seagram’s, National Distillers, et cetera, they could afford 
that, but we needed that information, so we said, let’s form the Wine Market 
Council, to really understand the consumer and understand what we need to 
know to market our wines properly. There were a lot of these groups, 
including the Wine Institute of California, which I worked my way through 
and became chairman for a couple years as well.   

01-00:52:24 
Meeker: This Wine Market Council, which I know that you played a leadership role in 

as well, what kind of research were they producing? What were you learning 
through that investment?   

01-00:52:34 
Mondavi: We were learning what the different age groups—we did surveys and focus 

groups, and tried to understand the young consumer. Back then, it wasn’t Gen 
X or millennial. It was the older consumer, the younger consumer. In the 
sixties and seventies, most of the people who enjoyed wines, or fine wines, 
were fifty-five, sixty, sixty-five years old. Most of the younger people were 
still into spirits and beer. We essentially didn’t waste much time trying to sell 
younger people. Today, the opposite is true. We don’t waste much time trying 
to sell wine to anybody over forty, because we’re trying to train the young 
people. The Wine Market Council, first of all, it just did personal interviews, 
and now most of the interviews are on the internet, and so they’ve gone to the 
social media evaluation as well with the Wine Market Council today.  

01-00:53:49 
Meeker: Were there any particularly interesting lessons from that work, where you as a 

vintner were able to communicate the particular kind of pleasure that comes 
with drinking wine to audiences that weren’t familiar with it? Because there’s 
been a huge opening of that over this period of time.  

01-00:54:13 
Mondavi: What really made the difference were, I think, three or four things. Number 

one, the 1976 tasting in Paris that allowed the American consumer to say, yes, 
in California and in Napa, we can make wines that compete with the great 
wines of the world. That opened the eyes. Morley Safer, with his 60 Minutes 
program of the French paradox, where, why is it that the French, who eat all 
this wonderful brie cheese and foie gras and the wrong foods, and they smoke, 
and they don’t exercise, but they don’t have heart disease? Well, red wine. 
Those two things opened the American consumer’s eye, and allowed us to be 
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something other than looked down at. After Prohibition, many segments of the 
community looked down on alcohol. When I was going to high school, even, 
in the late fifties, sixties, you’re in the wine business? Oh, all they could think 
of was the drunk on the street.  

01-00:55:26 
Meeker: “Winos.”  

01-00:55:26 
Mondavi: Winos. Nobody knew about the wine and food. They all thought it was the 

elite, white-collar beverage in America, when, realistically, in Europe, it was 
the blue-collar beverage, and spirits—cognac and other spirits like that—were 
the white-collar beverage. Wine gained popularity around the world because 
you could drink wine, or mix wine and water, and not get dysentery from the 
water if you went from one village or town to another village or town. It 
wasn’t that one had bacteria. It was different. If I lived in Napa and you lived 
in Sausalito, the water that you had and I had were different, and before the 
purification and filtration and chlorine, that bacteria difference would be 
enough to unsettle our stomachs. Pour 25 to 40 percent water and wine in 
there, it would inhibit the bacteria that would cause that. That’s the reason that 
wine originally was so popular, both the Northern Hemisphere and the 
Southern Hemisphere. As water purification improved, the need to drink wine 
shrunk, and I think that that is one of the reasons why wine wasn’t that 
popular in the United States, is because more of the cities had water 
purification and you didn’t need to have the wine with the water to make sure 
you didn’t get sick. 

01-00:57:08 
Meeker: The way that the history has been told of vintners and of their premier event, 

the auction, is that this was your father’s idea. Can you tell me about when 
you first heard him talking about this?  

01-00:57:22 
Mondavi: The idea was created by my father and two or three other people, mainly from 

San Francisco, talking about wanting to raise funds for the hospitals to get 
better health care in Napa Valley. My father and I, years before, had had the 
luxury of going to the Hospices de Beaune in Burgundy. Back then, they were 
raising like a million dollars a year for the local charitable hospital. My father 
said, “Rather than just doing fundraising events and parties, why don’t we do 
a wine auction? Let’s copy what they did at Hospices de Beaune. We don’t 
have to reinvent the wheel. There’s a good sample of that now.” They studied 
what was done at the Hospices de Beaune, and then created the Napa Valley 
Wine Auction. I think it was—when was it?—1979?  

01-00:58:38 
Meeker: I think ’81 was the first one. 
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01-00:58:37 
Mondavi: Eighty-one, yeah. It was, I think, 1980, my father, and then he took Robin 

Lail, his assistant, to the Hospices de Beaune to really see what it was like. 
Then he had her spend most of her time that following year helping to do the 
logistics to get the first wine auction set up. It’s really done a lot of good for 
the community and the people who need the help.   

01-00:59:13 
Meeker: I’m going to have the opportunity to interview her for this project soon, which 

is great.   

01-00:59:19 
Mondavi: She’s a great lady.  

01-00:59:21 
Meeker: There’s a really fascinating story there, because I’ve also had the opportunity 

to interview Bill Harlan, and this happens at Meadowood every year. He 
always tells the story about your father coming to him and saying, “Hey, that 
Meadowood thing you just bought, here’s my idea for what it could be.” 

01-00:59:43 
Mondavi: It’s great when ideas can be synergistic, and Bill’s vision of Meadowood, and 

my father’s of how the auction and all could help each other in a very positive 
way.   

01-00:59:57 
Meeker: Have you been over the years? When was the first one you went to? Did you 

go to the 1981, the first one?  

01-01:00:01 
Mondavi: Oh, yeah. I went to every auction—probably the first twenty-five auctions, 

and then I got pretty much auctioned out.   

01-01:00:12 
Meeker: I’ve never been to one. Can you walk me through some of those first ones, if 

there are any remarkable—  

01-01:00:20 
Mondavi: The first one, they only had about, I think, twenty-five or thirty lots of wine. 

One of them was the first case of what then was called Mondavi Rothschild. 
We hadn’t created the name Opus One yet. It was twelve bottles of the 
Mondavi Rothschild, to be released two years from now, and a wine retailer 
bought it for $24,000 a case, the most expensive case of wine to that date that 
had been sold at auction. It was, being blunt, chateau no-name. It was just the 
excitement of the joint venture with Baron Philippe and the new auction. It 
really got excitement and disproportionate, wonderful press for that event. 
About three years later, when Michael Broadbent was the auctioneer—he’s a 
great auctioneer from Christie’s in London. There was a big tent, and it was 
hotter than Hades that whole week, in the nineties, at least. Back then, 
everyone was more formal. Sport coat and tie, at least. By then, they had 
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about 200 auction items. It was very hot. What people never saw, he had two 
five-gallon buckets under the table, with ice water, and he’d taken his shoes 
and socks off, very discreetly, and put his feet into those buckets for the 
afternoon part of the auction. He was there nice and cool, because the blood 
circulating cooled him down like a radiator, and everyone else was sweltering. 
Then he very discreetly dried his feet and put his shoes and socks on. There 
were only about ten people who knew he had done that for the auction.  

01-01:02:46 
Meeker: From this first lot of what became Opus One, on through the years, as there 

are more and more lots that are double, triple, quadrupling that amount, I’m 
curious, what were the conversations amongst your family, and you and your 
friends, about this upward leap, and what a certain public thought the value of 
this wine was?  

01-01:03:24 
Mondavi: Very often, we’d kind of pinch ourselves to make sure we weren’t dreaming, 

because the recognition for this, for the quality, for the excitement of the wine, 
and introducing new consumers to the wine, was beyond what we thought 
would happen. It just grew on itself in a very positive way. I was the chairman 
of the eleventh auction, and I became chairman of the eleventh auction 
because I wasn’t at the meeting who selected the chair for—the tenth, that’s 
exciting, but the eleventh? Who wants to do that?   

01-01:04:06 
Meeker: Is that true, that you were nominated in absentia?   

01-01:04:09 
Mondavi: Yeah. Everyone was saying, “No, we don’t want to do the eleventh.” I did it, 

and had a great team. Where, today, they have a wonderful staff doing most of 
the heavy lifting for the auction, back then, the volunteers—and there were 
about twenty-three, twenty-four volunteers who were head of different aspects 
of it, and they’d put in probably thirty hours a week the month before the 
auction, and ten hours a week the year leading up to it. So there was a lot of 
time and effort put in. The chair and his staff usually put in double that. My 
assistant on the eleventh auction spent probably 85 percent of her full time for 
the year assisting me and the others to make sure that it happened, whether it 
was coordinating the logistics or making sure that all the wine lots were there. 
I had wanted, that year, to include not just Opus One and Robert Mondavi, 
and needless to say, the other wineries, but I wanted to also include a potential 
trip to go visit Chateau Mouton Rothschild, our partner. So it would start in 
Napa, do Robert Mondavi, a luncheon or a tour, this and that. We had guest 
houses then. Stay in the guest house. Then have a day at Opus One, a nice 
dinner at Opus One. The next day, fly to Paris, from Paris to Bordeaux, stay at 
the chateau, as guests of Philippine and Philippe de Rothschild, and then visit 
the Chateau Mouton Rothschild, and then another little tour through 
Bordeaux, and then back to Paris, and then back. I was told, “No, you can’t do 
that, because we want it to be strictly Napa-focused.” Well, at least it got the 
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idea going, and a few years later, it was adopted, and the most profitable 
auction items to this day are those trips. It was great, because we, the vintners, 
went from saying, “Oh, no, it only has to be here. We don’t want to bring 
anything else in,” to being more global, and is this healthy and good for the 
Napa Valley Vintners? Is it healthy and good for the auction? I think the 
thinking grew and improved in the auction. I personally think they’ve gotten a 
little too heavy on management right now and need to get more volunteers 
contributing time, rather than such a big paid staff. I think that there would be 
more creativity if more of the winery owners and the winemakers were 
involved, rather than a commercial staff.  

01-01:07:34 
Meeker: In the interest of helping potentially move back in that direction, I’d love for 

you to talk a little bit about how you made it happen using mostly volunteers. 
Give me an overview of how the actual thing came to be.  

01-01:07:54 
Mondavi: Really, the way it came to be is that you got—whether it was the winemaker, 

the winery owner—for example, we had a fellow at Robert Mondavi who was 
very good with logistics, and so he volunteered, off the clock at Robert 
Mondavi, to take care of all the logistics: chairs, tables, tents, refrigeration, 
stoves for the chefs, all of that. By having that participation of the winery 
owners, the winemakers, some of their key staff, it gave them an opportunity 
to give back to the community and feel great about it, and know that what they 
were doing was something. They took pride and joy in doing it. It wasn’t a 
chore for them. I think that it would be nice to bring that pendulum back. It’s 
so big, and it’s now a year-round project. We need full-time management and 
running of that auction. I think it would be great to elicit more feet on the 
street from the industry.  

01-01:09:27 
Meeker: I think it was ’91 that you were the chair of the auction, is that right?  

01-01:09:30 
Mondavi: Yes.  

01-01:09:31 
Meeker: So June ’91. Can you tell me what that day was like for you?  

01-01:09:38 
Mondavi: Petrified. Petrified. The whole thing. Each of the previous four or five 

auctions had exceeded the gross and net monies, and so I was thinking, wow, 
the eleventh isn’t that exciting. We have to at least break even. We can’t go 
back. Michael Broadbent was the auctioneer as well, and we thought we had 
good lots, but we knew that there were a number of the, quote, higher bidders 
from the previous year that weren’t going to be there, and so it was a lot of 
anticipation. My wife designed a scarf that was created, and then printed and 
made available only at the auction, a one-off, and that sold out very nicely. So 
we had some other things that were sold, not as auction items. She had a vest 
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made for me out of that scarf. Back then, we were still a little more formal, 
wearing a jacket and slacks and a tie. My father had a wonderful Peruvian felt 
hat. We get to the end of the auction, and we are $5,000 short of breaking 
even or beating the previous year. I go up to Michael Broadbent and I say, 
“Michael, somebody said they wanted to buy my vest.” I said, “Will you 
please sell my vest? Someone else wants to buy my father’s hat. Will you 
please sell?” And he goes, “I don’t do clothes.” [laughter] I said, “Michael, 
come on. Help us break the record, please, please.” He said, “Okay, but only 
those two items.” So he did auction them off, and we then beat the record by 
about seven or eight thousand dollars. It was fun, it was nerve-wracking. 
There was a tradition back then that the volunteers and the auction chair 
would have a little after-party that evening, and the tradition was they threw 
the auction chair in the swimming pool at Meadowood. So I went in with 
everything on.   

01-01:12:35 
Meeker: Hopefully not the vest you just auctioned off!   

01-01:12:37 
Mondavi: No, I didn’t have the vest anymore. They caught me by surprise. I had my 

wallet and everything, and just soaking, but it was a lot of fun. What I liked 
about more volunteerism was that you got to meet and got to know neighbors 
in the industry, friendly competitors in the industry, that you otherwise 
wouldn’t have gotten to know as well. I think there’s a lot of value in that for 
the community, and also for the individuals participating.  

01-01:13:16 
Meeker: Do you recall some of the folks who were really important volunteers in the 

year in which you were chair?  

01-01:13:21 
Mondavi: The one I mentioned from the logistics was Brad Warner, who did a great job. 

I actually don’t recall the specifics of the other chairs. If I saw their names, I 
would probably be able to tell you conversations we had together.  

01-01:13:41 
Meeker: You had also mentioned bidders, and that the auction succeeds because there 

are people who are there who are interested in bidding and are capable of 
coming through. Do you need to engage directly with these folks and say, 
“Hey, are you going to be coming around this year? We really appreciated 
what you did last year”?  

01-01:14:07 
Mondavi: It doesn’t happen by accident. Especially after the first few years, we made it 

a point to thank the bidders, to—if they were from other cities, if we were 
doing events in other cities—invite them, to make sure that we retained a very 
good relationship with them. One of the things in those early years, good old 
Silicon Valley was just starting to grow. Maybe three or four of the people in 
the eighties and early nineties were from Silicon Valley, and a couple of the 
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highest bids were from these young people who just made millions or more. I 
went up to one of them and I said, “Wow, that is terrific. What got you 
interested in this?” He said, “My mother told me, when we went public and 
made all this money, that I had to give some time and money to charity, and I 
thought, I can do what my mother told me and have a hell of a lot of fun at the 
same time.” I think it’s that that really started some of these almost outlandish 
items to bid on, and prices going in the hundreds of thousands of dollars for 
some of the wines and events. It’s good, but what about the vast majority of 
people who’d like to be involved? We’re struggling with how do we keep the 
auction vibrant, not just for the extreme wealthy to bid high prices, but also 
for wine lovers who would like to get some unique lots as well? The Napa 
Valley e Barrel Auction is one way of doing that, and there’s always 
conversation on how can we improve it for the broad spectrum of people 
who’d be interested.  

01-01:16:25 
Meeker: In that year that you were chair, was it a multi-day event, or was it just this 

one main event?  

01-01:16:30 
Mondavi: It was a multi-day event, with dinners and tastings and events at various 

venues and wineries the day before, and then the day of the auction was the 
main event, with a luncheon and dinner.  

01-01:16:48 
Meeker: Can you tell me the story of the creation of Premiere, the barrel auction? Was 

this something you were involved in at all?  

01-01:16:57 
Mondavi: I was not directly involved in that. By then, I’d been a retired auction chair 

and retired Napa Valley Vintner’s chair, and kind of relaxing. A number of 
the retail trade and restaurant trade had said that, because of some of the high 
bids that were there, they couldn’t bid on those wine auction items, and then 
use them in their store or their restaurant, and even break even on them. So we 
thought, the restaurants and the retail shops are our good customers as well. 
Many of the auction participants are our consumers. So why don’t we do an 
event where they can buy a half barrel, a barrel, a quarter barrel, and just taste 
the barrel lot, and then, eighteen months later, receive the wine? The barrel 
auction is the Premiere event, and it’s really helping to balance it out.   

01-01:18:12 
Meeker: The following year, you were chair of the vintners. Was this something that 

you were actively seeking, or were you nominated in absentia as well?  

01-01:18:26 
Mondavi: It was almost becoming a stair-step. Not a definitive, but—we also, back then, 

didn’t have as many vintner members as there are today, so there were fewer 
people to have on the candidate list, if you will. The vintners that were 
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involved were wonderful to be with. Every time I’d be with one of my 
competitors, I’d learn something as well, so it was stimulating.   

01-01:19:12 
Meeker: Thinking about chair of the vintners, and then also auction and the fundraising 

element of it, were you ever on the grants review, or decide—  

01-01:19:25 
Mondavi: In the early years, I was. It was really good, because we wanted it to help the 

hospitals, and particularly Clinic OLE, whether it was the farmworkers or 
people of lesser income who weren’t getting proper medical care. We wanted 
to see, if we couldn’t make a change nationally or state-wide, but we could 
make a change in our Napa Valley community. We really focused on that. 
Whether it was kids going hungry during Thanksgiving and Christmas 
holidays, or the summer break, when they don’t get the school meals, that had 
to also, then, be incorporated. It was kind of outside the original venue of 
hospital and health care, but if kids don’t get proper nourishment, they’re 
going to end up in the hospital and needing health care. We kept saying, what 
is the best use? Our mission is to have a healthier Napa. So now, there is a 
tremendous process, and I think it’s a good process, and not an overly 
burdensome process, to make sure that the monies are spent where they can do 
the most good.  

01-01:20:57 
Meeker: One of the interesting things about all of this is that Napa is an interesting 

place, and the way it’s arranged, geographically, in which you have the main 
town kind of at the south end. That’s where the laborer lives, but then, the 
further you go up the valley, it becomes more expensive, and it’s more rural. 
So there would be a natural disconnect between the upper valley and the lower 
valley, and that disconnect would result in lack of knowledge about needs, for 
instance, down in this part of the valley. The auction actually provided the 
impetus for learning about what the needs are.  

01-01:21:44 
Mondavi: The auction actually took the separation of the valley, as you just described, 

and helped blend it more back together. So we’re not up valley and down 
south valley; we are Napa Valley. It was, “Oh, you’re from Napa? You’re not 
from Yountville or St. Helena or Calistoga?” Now it’s, “Oh, yeah. St. Helena, 
but Napa Valley.” It’s really helped to harmonize it into one community, if 
you will. Now, with the increase in real estate prices, the reason we have our 
offices in South Napa, near the airport, is because 80 percent of our people 
come from south and east or south and west, and they can’t afford to live in 
the city of Napa, or further north, in Napa Valley. They have to live in other 
areas. I’m not just talking low-wage. I’m talking executives. They can get far 
better quality housing, good schools, but they have to drive for forty or fifty 
minutes. If we were not here, but in the center of the valley, they’d be driving 
an hour and ten, twenty minutes each way, every day, which is going to only 
get worse.   
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01-01:23:15 
Meeker: Do you have your winemaking facilities here [outside of Napa City], too, or 

are those elsewhere?  

01-01:23:19 
Mondavi: We have our wine finishing facilities here in Napa, and the winemaking 

facilities are in the Oakville area.   

01-01:23:28 
Meeker: When you became chair of the vintners, did you have an agenda going in? 

Were there particular issues that you wanted to make sure were addressed? 

01-01:23:36 
Mondavi: That was an era where they were trying to increase taxes on wine, and that 

was an era when they were creating the warning label for wine. Working in 
concert with the Wine Institute, we were working very hard on mitigating 
government intervention, if you will, to our business, either through increased 
taxes, or warning labels that—they looked at the wine and spirit and beer 
industry the same way they looked at tobacco. Wine, in moderation, on a 
regular basis, for most people, is healthy and good for you. Tobacco, in 
moderation, is injurious to you, regardless of how often you use it. So there’s 
a big disconnect there. One of our jobs was to try to get the government, state, 
and particularly federal, to realize that and to understand it, so that they 
wouldn’t be as onerous to the wine business as they were with tobacco. 

01-01:24:55 
Meeker: What did you personally do to address this, or your role as chair of the 

vintners?  

01-01:25:07 
Mondavi: We would actually take trips to Washington, D.C., to meet with people of the 

Department of Alcohol, Tobacco & Firearms, and the Department of Treasury 
that this comes under. We’d also meet with certain congressmen and senators 
to make sure they understood. I’d say 80 percent of the federal load, or more, 
was carried by the Wine Institute. The neat thing—and it wasn’t just myself. It 
was many of my neighbors in Napa. When we would go to Washington, D.C., 
people wanted to talk to the people from Napa. It was the people from Napa, 
not just Michael or Robert or whatever, but the different winemakers and 
winery owners from Napa that could get the appointments with the 
congressmen or the senators. To me, that’s where the Napa Valley Vintners 
really helped, dramatically, the California Wine Institute, way under the radar. 
We weren’t there saying, oh, how great Napa is. We were there saying, we 
have to make sure that we can use whatever communication, whatever 
influence we have in Washington from Napa, to help the whole industry.  

01-01:26:30 
Meeker: You were in some of these meetings with legislators?  

01-01:26:33 
Mondavi: Yes.  
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01-01:26:33 
Meeker: Can you tell me about a couple of examples?  

01-01:26:38 
Mondavi: A couple of them were very friendly, where, “We understand wine in 

moderation is healthy and good for you, and we understand the French 
paradox.” Others were, “Alcohol is bad, and we’re going to do whatever we 
can to warn people about the terrible impact of alcohol, and we’re going to try 
to raise the taxes.” All we tried to do was not argue with them. We tried to 
present them with medical research facts that were done by independent 
universities, and just said, “Please, look at this. Have your staff study this. 
You may see that you don’t have to support the wine industry, but maybe 
we’re not as evil as you think, and please, separate us from tobacco, separate 
us from firearms, because we’re not.” We got thrown in that pot originally, 
because it was an excise tax, and they wanted to be able to collect the taxes, 
and so, under the Department of Treasury, they formed that department to 
collect the taxes. Put us under FDA or something, but not—we’re the liquid 
food of the table.   

01-01:28:06 
Meeker: Do you think that had much of an impact? Were there any minds that you 

think were changed or influenced?   

01-01:28:11 
Mondavi: I don’t think we changed any of the minds that were anti. I think we 

moderated their thinking, and got to where they realized that maybe they 
should concede to some of the other points. So I think they fought less. They 
didn’t give up the fight, but they had an understanding and a respect, I think, 
for the industry that they didn’t have before. Before, they thought we were 
just creating alcoholics and making stuff for winos. Especially some of the 
congressmen or senators from some of the Bible Belt and some of those areas, 
trying to convince them would be like trying to convince that painting to get 
off the wall and walk.  

01-01:29:03 
Meeker: Who were some of the real advocates? Who were your friends in Congress?  

01-01:29:07 
Mondavi: Pete Wilson, when he was governor, and when he was senator, was a real 

advocate. Dianne Feinstein, when she was mayor, before she became senator, 
and as a senator, was always very supportive. A congressman from the Central 
Valley, named Tony Coelho, who at one point was the majority whip, was 
very supportive of all California wine industry. Even though he was from the 
Central Valley, he supported Napa, and he established—and this was, I think, 
when I was chairman of the Napa Valley Vintners—it was the same year he 
became majority whip. Maybe off a year or two. He wanted to take this large 
closet and put a refrigeration unit, and turn it into his California wine cellar, so 
that any visitors he had coming in, particularly from foreign countries, he 
could send them home with a bottle of wine. I said, “Tony, I know that there 
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are ‘little’ wineries, like Franzia and Gallo, in your district, and you need to 
have them, but you may want to just overload your wine cellar with Napa 
Valley wines, because people from around the world really love that.” He took 
great pride in presenting our Napa wines—our community, not just Robert 
Mondavi—to visiting dignitaries and people who visited his office. When he 
would go with a group to visit other countries, he would always bring samples 
of our Napa wines with him.  

01-01:30:48 
Meeker: Looking back on these years with the work that the vintners and the Wine 

Institute and other organizations did in D.C., how effective do you think the 
work was?  

01-01:31:00 
Mondavi: I think the work was very effective. Originally, Harry Serlis was the president 

of the Wine Institute, followed by John DeLuca. Harry was very good, but he 
was more public relations-focused, with a good government focus. John 
DeLuca was the government focus, with good public relations. I think each 
did a stellar job at the right time for their expertise and their focus. Bobby 
Koch now, who’s been there since John DeLuca—it’s gotten crazy political 
world, with economy and this and that. Oh, tax wine, tax wine. For the state 
association, I think their main job is political. I think regional associations, 
like Napa Valley Vintners, is, let’s promote Napa, and the healthy use and 
enjoyment of wonderful wines from Napa.   

01-01:32:10 
Meeker: And the vintners still plays a role in that.  

01-01:32:13 
Mondavi: Meaning the Napa Valley Vintners? 

01-01:32:14 
Meeker: Yes.  

01-01:32:14 
Mondavi: Yes, absolutely.  

01-01:32:20 
Meeker: There’s any number of things that we could talk about in terms of the work of 

the vintners. Unfortunately, I haven’t been given access to their notes and 
minutes and all that kind of stuff. I know that they’ve played an important role 
in marketing, and increasingly important role in wine education, and I think 
that you’ve actually done some of that yourself, right?  

01-01:32:41 
Mondavi: Yes. When they bring in groups, whether it’s sommeliers or buyers, whether 

it’s domestic or foreign visitors, they’ve adopted the theme that we used at 
Robert Mondavi for fifty years, and that is, let’s take the mystery out of wine 
and keep the magic. You do that through education. People remember a 
teacher, and remember what they’ve learned. They don’t remember a 
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salesperson, or what they bought, or what price they paid. One of the jobs that 
the vintners has today is, when we have opinion-molders and visitors, whether 
it’s in the trade or in the media, our job isn’t to sell them on Napa Valley. Our 
job is to educate them about Napa and the wonderful geographical luxury that 
we have here that mother nature gave us, and then the heritage benefit that the 
founding fathers brought, and the passion and pride that the people who are 
here today have in each of their wines that they produce. I can probably say, 
with great confidence, that I doubt if there are any winery owners or 
winemakers in Napa that produce a wine and put their label on it that they 
wouldn’t be proud to put on their own table for family and friends. You can’t 
say that about all parts of the world, and you can’t say that about all parts of 
California, because many of the companies are there to produce a product and 
sell it, whether it’s something that they would ever enjoy or want to use or 
not. I think we have, in Napa, and the Napa Valley Vintners constantly strives 
to make sure that we all have, the right mindset in our strategy and in our 
business plans. 

01-01:34:49 
Meeker: That’s an interesting question, and it brings up something that I was trying to 

figure out how to bring into this conversation, and that is something that 
you’ve referenced a few times, which is family ownership, on whatever scale, 
versus what’s becoming increasingly common. Started in the 1960s, with 
Heublein and the other organizations coming in.  

01-01:35:14 
Mondavi: With BV, yeah. 

01-01:35:15 
Meeker: Yeah, buying up these wineries, and then becoming corporate-owned. Is there 

a divide, and how does that divide play out in the vintners? 

01-01:35:32 
Mondavi: There is a divide, but I think that the divide is ameliorated through the 

objective of what is good for Napa Valley. I think there are three areas of 
winery ownership today in the Napa Valley. There are the heritage vineyard 
and winery-owned companies that are multi-generational. There are the 
corporate-owned wineries that are owned by large companies, whether it’s 
Treasury, Constellation, et cetera. There are probably thirty of the heritage, 
there are probably eight or ten of the corporate, and there are probably 500 of 
what I call lifestyle wineries, who are people who’ve just come in in the last 
few years, and rather than buying a 300-foot yacht, they decided to buy some 
vineyard and make wine, and get involved in the wonderful lifestyle of being 
a vintner. If you think about the strategic objectives of each of those three 
groups, they’re quite different. The heritage group is concerned about, what’s 
going to happen to Napa, and to my brand, for my grandchildren and great-
grandchildren? Go the other extreme, the corporate, what’s happening to my 
quarterly earnings? The lifestyle, each one of those 500 is probably different. 
There will be, probably, more turnover in that group than any other. I think 
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one of the benefits of Napa Valley Vintners today is it can take these three 
groups, with three totally different strategic potential objectives, and say, “For 
all 525 of us that are in this organization, we have to march as one, not as 500-
plus, and not as three, but as one.” Linda and the team have done a very good 
job in making sure that—yeah, there are different opinions, and certain things 
that could be done differently. Because of the way this osmosis has taken 
place, there’s another group called the Winegrowers of Napa Valley, and 
these are a combination of, really, heritage families and a couple of the 
corporate families. Not all the corporates, because it’s only the corporate 
entities that the Winegrowers’ members think have a good long-term strategic 
objective.  

01-01:38:44 
Meeker: Is it an invitation-only kind of thing? 

01-01:38:46 
Mondavi: Yes, that one is. Where Napa Valley Vintners is one member, one vote, on 

this one, it’s one member, one vote, but you have to be approved and then 
invited by the vast majority of the members. We make sure that Napa Valley 
Vintners and Winegrowers works, 98 percent of the time, in concert. A couple 
of times, they have some difference of opinion. We think that each one is 
extremely valuable and needed. The Napa Valley Vintners, more on the public 
relations and communications side. The Winegrowers of Napa, more on local 
government and permitting for vineyards, for wineries. It’s taken a couple of 
the wineries that are members of Napa Valley Vintners, and not members of 
the Winegrowers, six years and millions of dollars to get approval to plant 
vineyard in land that’s been bare land for years, because of the anti-growth. 
The job of Napa Valley Vintners is not to go against the local community or 
board of supervisors. The Winegrowers can do that. We do it for all the 
vintners, not just Winegrower members. So the two are, I think, necessary 
today. The vintners, it’s important to have the broad membership, and it’s 
important to promote the quality wines of Napa through the Napa Valley 
Vintners. 

01-01:40:53 
Meeker: So this difference, it sounds like it’s of your opinion that the vintners should 

try to remain as apolitical as possible? Maybe that’s not the right word. 

01-01:41:08 
Mondavi: “Apolitical” is not the right word. I think that the vintners, just this last year, 

on Proposition C, had a real divide. I think, on certain divides like that, it 
would make sense to almost take a pass, and the greater good is the health of 
the Napa Valley Vintners long-term, and the cooperation and camaraderie of 
that group. Whether it’s a grape-grower group or a separate wine-grower 
group that wants to do the political things, I think it would make more sense. 
We can all give our own political contributions if we want to.  
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01-01:42:01 
Meeker: Can you remind me of where the vintners ended up on that issue? 

01-01:42:04 
Mondavi: They ended up opposing it. The vintners, the wine-growers, the grape-

growers, all of them, at the end, were aligned on it. It worked out in the end, 
but there were a lot of concerns, a lot of upset people, for a while.  

01-01:42:29 
Meeker: Yeah, there were certainly some outsize voices in the valley, like Warren 

Winiarski, who was a big supporter of it. Turning it back a little bit—and 
actually, maybe this is a good example—you had talked about at least three 
kind of interest groups, if you will, in the vintners, and how Linda Reiff and 
her team has managed to kind of keep it all together. How has that been done, 
from your observation? What are some of the things that have been brought in 
that have allowed that to be done? 

01-01:43:10 
Mondavi: I think having, first of all, the group—I mean, they’re herding cats. They have 

525 egomaniacs who are members, including myself. I think that, to keep 
people focused on the agreed-upon strategic direction and objective of the 
Napa Valley Vintners, is a big job. I think that the way they’re operating now, 
on determining, yes, these are the four major things we want to accomplish at 
Napa Valley Vintners this year, and then here are the other minor things we 
want to accomplish, and then get the consensus on that—it doesn’t have to be 
unanimous, but get the consensus on it. Again, leadership, at times, is having 
your membership do things they don’t necessarily agree with, or like, but 
understand the rationale and the need to have it done. What I was concerned 
about this last year was if certain members would just resign from the vintners 
and say, “Well, the hell with you. You don’t agree with me.” I think Linda 
and her team did a commendable job to elicit people, myself and others, to try 
to—“Hey, Warren, you and I worked together in 1968. We’ve had great 
respect for each other for years. We’ve had disagreements and we’ve had 
agreements over the years, so we can disagree on this, but let’s still both 
support Napa Valley Vintners.” I think Linda did a very good job of trying to 
bring people back together on that. We’re now taking the proactive movement 
of saying, why doesn’t the community work together to come up with an 
agreement on how to modify the regulations in the valley?  

 What upset me about this Proposition C is, being blunt, like is typical in a lot 
of elections, both sides were lying. If you want me to be totally frank, it 
wasn’t about clean water. If you take hillside vineyards, the water is cleaner 
coming off the hillside vineyard than it is coming off the hill before it gets to 
the vineyard. Proper viticulture today, unlike the way we did things in the 
seventies, you’ll have cleaner, better water going into the aquifer and into the 
Napa River if you have more vineyards than if you have open space. We’ve 
done a terrible job, as Napa Valley Vintners, and as individual winery owners, 
of communicating the belief, the practice, and the necessity of healthy, natural 
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farming. Healthy, natural farming includes a healthy aquifer and Napa River. 
I’ve been pushing to get the vintners, the winegrowers group, individual 
wineries, to work on an education program, again, like we did fifty years ago. 
Take the mystery out of wine, keep the magic. If the residents of Napa, and if 
the county officials, knew the facts about how we grow grapes, and harvest 
grapes, and tend the fields today, they’d be surprised. Many of them wouldn’t 
believe it. But factually, it can be proven. I think that, just as we had a big job 
of education and working together to educate people about wines in the early 
years, we have that same job about modern, natural wine-growing, not just in 
Napa. If we set the tone for the best viticulture practices in the world for 
natural farming, that will also build the image of Napa Valley. 

01-01:48:04 
Meeker: Well, that’s a great segue to ask you about the green task force, the Napa 

Green certification, which I know your Atlas Peak winery [Michael Mondavi 
Family Estate] has been certified. How did this come to be in the vintners, and 
what has been your role in it? 

01-01:48:23 
Mondavi: My role in it has been very, very minor, other than a cheerleader. The young 

people today, whether it’s my son or others of that generation, have forgotten 
more about natural farming than I know. We all realize that we live here, we 
drink the water. We drink more wine that are made from those vineyards than 
most other people do. If the water and wine isn’t healthy—we’re in the 
vineyards more than most people. My grandfather said one of the best ways of 
fertilizing your field is through the leather of the soles of your shoes, because 
you walk through them and wear out the soles. This whole natural farming—
the wine industry, whether it was Wine Institute in the fifties and sixties, 
whether it was Napa Valley Vintners in the forties, fifties, sixties, through 
today, has said, we don’t need government control and regulation. If we want 
to do it right, we need to be self-policing, and we should have more stringent 
guidelines so that the government doesn’t need them. I strongly believe in our 
farming practices, in our winery practices. We should lead by doing what is 
the best.   

01-01:50:12 
Meeker: You were telling me a little bit about the Napa Green certification. 

01-01:50:17 
Mondavi: Yes. I think, for years, Napa Green certification and the vintners have had the 

philosophy that we need to do what’s best for our environment. We know 
more about it than people who regulate it. The customer is interested in us 
doing the right thing. They’re interested in having a healthier environment, 
whether it’s CO2 emissions, whether it’s fuel. The real dance is being 
naturally producing, and green, and fish-friendly. Because if you want to be 
real strict about, “Okay, we’ll eliminate four tractor passes, pulling a plow. 
We’ll spray Round Up.” You just put that behind a little four-by-four tractor 
and spray it once. It’s less expensive, and you’ll burn 2 percent of the fuel. So 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 30 

 

you’re more green, but you’re no longer natural or organic. These different 
certifications can fight each other. Our job is to have them complement one 
another. Necessity is the mother of invention. We found a plow in Italy that 
can take one pass, and have plows that go in and out of the rows and cultivate 
in the middle, with new micro-sensors, and with—I don’t think it’s lasers, but 
with beams that can see things. That can be done in one pass rather than two 
or three. So we’re saying, “We’re not going to use Round Up. We’re not 
going to do this or that, that’s not good for the environment.” By we, it’s 
meaning Napa Valley Vintners as a whole, and most of us that get that 
certification. If you do the right thing, get those certifications, it’s going to 
generally cost a little bit more. Not a lot. What costs is weaning from chemical 
dependency to natural. It’s like a drug addict going through the withdrawal, 
and then steady state is easier than withdrawal. Same with the vineyards. 
What I think the Napa Valley Vintners need to do now is—they have great 
certifications, and they’re covering it, from fish-friendly to green, et cetera—
they need to communicate that to the consumer, to the government officials.  

 One thing that we, the wine industry, failed at was letting the government 
know that, for some reason, we have vineyards, and they have a lot of green 
leaves out there, and they’re very good for the environment, and they lower 
the CO2. We don’t get a credit for that, but we get a criticism, and in the 
Central Valley, in California, attacks on CO2 emissions from the fermentation 
tanks. So, pay the tax, no credit. It was our fault, the wine industry of 
California, because we didn’t educate the bureaucrats about the benefit of our 
tens of thousands of acres of vineyard. There are a few things we can do a 
little better, but the things we’re doing today, if we can just communicate that 
to our consumers, they’ll like Napa more, to the regulators, they’ll like Napa 
more, to the local folks, they’ll say, “Oh, things are in pretty good shape 
here.” But we need to lead by example before having government control 
what we can and cannot do. 

01-01:54:54 
Meeker: There are so many innovations that are happening that I find fascinating and 

I’ve been happy to learn about as I’m doing these interviews. Water is, of 
course, always a big concern in California, and there’s a lot of work, I know, 
being done in Napa vineyards to actually say, “okay, which vineyard plots, 
like what specific areas, actually need water?” Because there’s a lot of them 
that don’t.   

01-01:55:21 
Mondavi: Valley floor, it’s pretty easy. Hillsides, different. We’ll have three different 

drip lines, because certain areas need more than others, and some you want to 
water, or irrigate, twice during the season, and others you only want to do it 
once or whatever. With drones and GPS and all, they will have, probably in 
five years, drip emitters, with a GPS chip and an on/off switch, and you’ll be 
able to send your drone up, take infrared photos, and, at your laptop, turn on 
and off individual grapevine’s irrigation. I can hardly wait for that. That’s just 
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one example of innovation that’s taking place today. Efficiency, in all ways, 
it’s just going to be far better. 

01-01:56:33 
Meeker: I think I had come across some article in which it was mentioned you spoke at 

one of these vintners events, and I think it was a harvest event, where harvest 
interns would come and spend the day learning about Napa. At these kinds of 
events, what is it that you want to teach people? What do you want people to 
know? 

01-01:56:57 
Mondavi: A couple things. One is that, if they’re interested in the industry, they’re very 

fortunate, because it’s an amazing, fun industry. Any time you’re in an 
agricultural business, you’re not the boss. Mother nature is in charge. 
Sometimes she’ll be very, very good to you, and other times she’ll spank you. 
I think the main thing is young people today understanding that wine is a 
food. Understanding that the vineyards, the agriculture, is to be respected. 
We’ve learned more in the five-year drought we had seven years ago—in the 
last year of that five-year drought, we were using about 30 percent of the 
irrigation that we did in the early years, because we learned how to manage it 
more. The young people today are going to be teaching and learning how to 
improve grape-growing, winemaking, marketing, selling. They’re going to do 
so much better than we did, because of the creative minds and the new tools 
they have that no one even thought of before. We go out in a vineyard today, 
or a piece of land, and it’s got some rolling hills. There’s a little app called 
Sun Seeker, that costs zero, and it’s GPS-focused. You put that up, and you 
can put any date of the year, and it will tell you the time of sunrise/sunset, the 
angle of the sun. So instead of saying, well, the sun rises here and sets there, 
and then it moves over, you can have that precisely for every day of the year, 
and know exactly how to space and direct your rows. That one little tool. 
Vineyards planted in the last two years since that came about are going to be 
more accurate. They’ll do a better job of harvesting the sunlight, a better job 
of harvesting the soil, give us better fruit, more economically.  

01-01:59:30 
Meeker: You came to Napa Valley at the ripe old age of six months, in 1943, so you’ve 

seen a lot of its history over that period of time. When you’re speaking to 
these groups, or when you’re engaging with maybe newcomers to Napa 
Valley, are there parts of its history that you think people really should know, 
that they might not know, beyond the 1976 Judgement of Paris or something 
like that? 

01-02:00:00 
Mondavi: I think that the first thing they need to learn is Napa is unique. When the 

Pacific Plate crashed into the volcanic hills in the Western United States, and 
the alluvial soils mixed with the other hillside soils—and on the western hills, 
we have a lot of soil, and it spilled into the valley. In the eastern hills, we have 
a lot of volcanic rock. We have half the world’s soils types. We have three of 
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the five world’s coolest agricultural growing conditions, Calistoga being the 
warmest, Napa Carneros being the coolest. We go from fifty feet above sea 
level to two thousand feet above sea level. We have an amazing color palette 
of soils and climates from which to grow grapes that can be world-class 
competing with almost any area of the world. There’s no other growing area. 
Bordeaux is good for Cabernet and Sauvignon Blanc. Burgundy is good for 
pinot and chardonnay. No other area of the world that has the luxury of the 
soils types and the climates that Napa has. We have the history for California, 
but I represent a winery that started 1,300 years ago. Thirty-two generations 
have been growing grapes and making wine there. We’re in diapers here. We 
have the jewel of the wine-growing area in the world that mother nature gave 
us, and we have people who started with George Yount and Charles Krug, 
who were pioneers, and then people like the Martinis, the Wentes—not the 
Wentes here, but in California—my family, and others, who had a passion to 
take what mother nature gave us, and get the best out of it. I don’t think you 
can improve on natural. You can’t improve on mother nature. We get that 
grape, we have 100 percent of the potential. The flavor is there. It’s either 
there or not. Our job, then, is to convert that from grape, to fermenting juice, 
to aged wine, to a wonderful beverage in the bottle, and try to end up as close 
to 100 percent when we finish it.  

 The winemaker’s toolbox, again, twenty years ago, was overused. I think 
we’re back to, like in the vineyards, much more natural winemaking. Napa 
Valley Vintners had impact on education, and essentially not peer review, but 
peer pressure, to, “Oh, you’re not fish-friendly on your farming?” or “You’re 
not green-certified?” That peer pressure helps us all raise. I think that that’s 
unique. They have appellation controlée in France, and they have certain rules 
that are archaic and foolish. Tell you what varieties to plant, what spacing to 
plant, this and that. That may have worked fifty years ago, but the way my 
grandfather planted vineyards, and the varieties he planted, if someone were 
to do that today, they’d be out of business in a few years. We’re allowed, and 
allowing our neighbors and ourselves, to change with the changing times if 
it’s better for the environment, and if it’s better for the wine. Those are the 
two judges that we look at.  

01-02:04:11 
Meeker: Next year, 2019, right around the corner, is the seventy-fifth anniversary of 

this organization, the Napa Valley Vintners. What do you think its greatest 
contribution has been? 

01-02:04:26 
Mondavi: Napa Valley sells pleasure. We help friends, family, enemies. When they sit 

around a table and have a luncheon or dinner together, we help get their mind 
off something that was bothering them, or very interesting to them at that 
point, enjoy a glass of wine, and say, “Wow, this is really great,” and then 
have a conversation. Louie Pasteur said, “Wine is the most natural and 
healthful of all beverages, and nature’s tranquilizer. Enjoy it in moderation.” 
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Do you think, in today’s world, we need nature’s tranquilizer? I think what 
Napa, and what all wine does, but Napa particularly, because I think it tastes 
better, it allows us to sit back, have a sip, relax, and enjoy conversation with 
friends. This wonderful little creamer doesn’t do that. It makes the coffee taste 
a little better, but you’re not going to sit back and—you and I wouldn’t be 
talking about, “How do you like this creamer? Do you want one and a half of 
them, or do you want three?” Where, if we were having a glass of chardonnay 
or Cabernet or Sauvignon Blanc, we’d have, hopefully, a secondary 
conversation about the wine, and a focused conversation about what it is we 
wanted to talk about. My wife says, “Wine is the third most important thing at 
the table. The most important thing at the table are the friends, the 
companionship, and communication. The second most important thing at the 
table is the food. Wine is there to enhance the enjoyment of the conversation 
and the food.” I think that’s what our product, if you will, the wine, brings to 
not just the customer, but to families and to generations.  

01-02:06:43 
Meeker: I think you’ve already said a few things about what challenges are currently 

facing the vintners’ association. Do you have anything more to say about that? 

01-02:06:55 
Mondavi: No, I think we covered that very well. We just keep focused on, is this good, 

long-term, for the valley and for the residents of the valley? If we can focus on 
that—one thing that people forgot also, especially in the last tragic two years, 
vineyards are a natural firebreak. If there were more vineyards planted in the 
hillsides in Napa and Sonoma, there would have been a restriction on the 
damage of those fires. In the 1800s, the majority of the vineyards in Napa 
were hillside, because the valley floor was too valuable for row crops, for 
prunes, for walnuts. There were more prune dehydrators and walnut 
dehydrators here than wineries in the forties and fifties.   

01-02:08:03 
Meeker: Looking forward, are there any opportunities, or potential opportunities, that 

you think the vintners should be focused on? Things that maybe they’re not 
paying as much attention to now.  

01-02:08:21 
Mondavi: I think the focus that they have on the viticulture, the green, the fish-friendly, 

et cetera, is very good, and as we learn more about that, I think that has to be 
tweaked. It can’t just, “Okay, these are the rules for today,” because, in the 
future, they may be obsolete. I think that getting more younger people 
involved in the leadership of the vintners is better, because they are more 
interested in repairing the planet, to where my generation and previous 
generations have been harvesting the planet. We need to get them more 
proactively involved, and get the more senior people out of the way so the 
young people can really champion that.  
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01-02:09:18 
Meeker: I think that we should kind of wind up, but you said that you’ve got a few 

extra minutes, and so I would love for you to tell me a bit about those early 
years at Robert Mondavi Winery.  

01-02:09:31 
Mondavi: They were fun, but I never want to have to repeat them. [laughter] We broke 

ground July 16, 1966. We harvested grapes in September. We had a cement 
pad, thirteen tanks, and a crusher, a press. When we were ready to put wine in 
barrels, even though my father and uncle had had an unfortunate 
disagreement, my uncle housed our barrels for us the first two years. We had 
three employees: myself, Warren Winiarski, and my father. If you wanted 
something done, you had to do it, which was good. As we built the winery in 
1967, finished it in late ’67, we put up signs at the entrance, on each side, 
north and south, on Highway 29, “Welcome, Robert Mondavi Winery.” In the 
summer of ’68, cars would be streaming by on Saturday or Sunday, and one or 
two would roll in. That’s it. I thought, my God, how am I going to get them to 
turn in? I remembered the way my great-uncle would drive his pickup. He was 
old, he was heavy, and he’d just steer it slowly. When he’d turn, he’d put his 
arm out and slowly turn. I said, “I’m going to take my truck, and I’m going to 
go to Oakville on Saturday, and then—it’s three-quarters of a mile from the 
entrance—drive very slowly, and have cars stack up behind me, turn the 
signal and put my arm out.” About half the time I did it, one or two cars 
would follow me in. In ’68 and ’69, I probably did that 300 times.  

01-02:11:34 
Meeker: Oh, okay. I’ve heard this story before, and it’s always struck me as a little 

apocryphal, but it sounds like it’s real.  

01-02:11:41 
Mondavi: Had to, to get people in. Then they started telling friends as well. You know, 

that thing. We were getting more tourists to Napa in ’69, ’70, and more people 
were coming in. We went from that extreme to 1976, 1977, of having to put 
someone out at the entrance and say, “Sorry, we’re filled today. Could you 
come back tomorrow morning at nine?” Selling California wine, inviting 
people to the winery—we built it. They didn’t come. We had to help drag 
them in at that time. Selling wine to wine shops—my father had the vision of, 
let’s go to the top twenty markets, and the top five accounts in each of those 
twenty markets. The top five restaurants, the top five retail shops. He took the 
East Coast, I took the West Coast. On Wednesdays, except during harvest, I 
would be somewhere on the West Coast, calling on accounts. One of the top 
retail stores in Santa Clara Valley was Los Gatos Wine and Cheese Shop. I 
called on him and brought him our chardonnay. This was in 1967. Presented 
it, and he tasted it. He says, “Oh, that’s very nice.” He says, “Come here, kid,” 
and he takes me over and he says, “I have four California chardonnays: 
Charles Krug, Almaden, Paul Masson, and Martin Ray. I don’t need five. 
Thank you very much. Goodbye.” The next month, I went back, and I brought 
Fumé Blanc. He said, “Thank you. I already have three, so I don’t need that.”  
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 A long story short, eight months in a row, I brought him a different variety, 
and the last one, the eighth month, I was bringing him Cabernet, because that 
needed the longer aging. I get out of the car, and I’d always get there before 
he opened. He opened at ten. I’d be there at 9:45. I had a little basket with 
French bread and my wines. He looked at me, and he goes, “You again,” and I 
go, “Yes, sir.” He said, “Why are you here?” I said, “You’re the best wine 
shop in the region, and I really need you to carry my wines.” He said, “What 
do you have today?” I said, “I’ve got Cabernet.” He said, “You know 
something? I’ll make you a deal. You get back in your car, and you go home. 
If you do that, and don’t take any more of my time today, you can send me 
five cases for each of those wines you’ve tasted over the last seven months, 
and the Cabernet.” I said, “Are you serious?” He said, “Yes.” I said, 
“Goodbye.” Then, the next week, I delivered the wines to him in the truck, 
and I said—I can’t recall his name now, but I said, “Mr. so-and-so, why did 
you do that?” He said, “Two reasons”—or three. “Number one, your wines 
are good. Number two, you’re persistent. But number three, you respected me 
by not being redundant. You didn’t come back and say, ‘Here’s my 
chardonnay. Here’s my chardonnay. Here’s my chardonnay.’ You showed me 
a different wine each time.”  

 I think that that is something that stuck with me ever since then. When the 
young people, if they’re in the wine business—I try to relate that story to 
them, as you need to be persistent, but respect the intelligence of your 
customer, and don’t be redundant. He’d have thrown me out if I’d tried to 
taste him chardonnay two times in a row. It’s interesting how, today, that wine 
shop became the largest single retail store for Robert Mondavi for seven 
years. Then, as they went from five chardonnays, as an example, in the 
eighties, he had about 300 chardonnays. So he grew, and needless to say, our 
percentage of what he sold was down, but the volume was still very good. 
Supermarkets, you’d see jug wine only in the supermarkets, and today you’re 
going to see 200 chardonnays, 200 Cabernets, and they’re chateau no-name. 
Might have no idea who made them.  

01-02:16:35 
Meeker: You talk about the efforts you made in the early years, in ’67, ’68, to get 

people to visit the winery. I think my parents were some of those early people 
who got pulled over and went in and tasted wine, and they kept it. I’ve been 
fortunate to taste some of those 1960s, late sixties, early seventies wines. 
Cabernet, I think Petite Sirah. 

01-02:17:03 
Mondavi: Petit Sirah, yeah. 

01-02:17:04 
Meeker: Pinot, which— 

01-02:17:06 
Mondavi: Pinots were so-so— 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 36 

 

01-02:17:07 
Meeker: They were good. 

01-02:17:07 
Mondavi: —but the Petite Sirahs and Zinfandels were spectacular.  

01-02:17:10 
Meeker: Then, also, yeah, the Zinfandel I think I’ve tasted all four of those from that 

period of time, and really lucky to do so. They were all still really fresh. Aged 
well, continue to go well with food. I think that they were nice wines. What 
were you doing in the cellar in those early years that was maybe different than 
what you learned at Charles Krug, or what other people were doing around the 
valley? 

01-02:17:44 
Mondavi: What we were doing was less is more. We had stainless steel tanks, we had 

stainless steel pumps and fittings. We didn’t have bronze pumps or fittings. 
Sometimes, with bronze pumps and fittings, you’d get some metals in the 
wine that would be a problem, and you’d have to use chemicals to take it out. 
That would strip wines out. What I learned, really from my uncle, and then 
Bill Bonetti, his winemaker when I was studying and working at Charles 
Krug, was start with a healthy grape, clean fermentation. Put it into a clean 
tank, let it settle. Put it into clean barrels, let it age. Top it up every two weeks, 
so you don’t get too much air. Very gently, make a final blend. Put it in the 
bottle. Don’t overdo it. Make sure everything is meticulously clean. We call it 
the five-minute floor. If you and I are standing, having a sandwich, and I drop 
my sandwich, I’d be willing to continue the conversation for five minutes, 
then reach down, pick up the sandwich, and continue eating it, because the 
floor has to be that clean.   

01-02:19:14 
Meeker: Not the five-second rule? The five-minute rule.  

01-02:19:16 
Mondavi: Not the five-second. The five-minute rule. If you keep it simple and start with 

very good quality fruit, the wines will be healthier, they’ll age longer, and it’s 
just better. A lot of people forget the simplicity. They’ll take shortcuts, and 
then they’ll need the winemaker toolkit to correct some of those shortcuts. 
Hugh Johnson visited my father and I in the seventies or early eighties, and he 
wrote the book World Atlas of Wine. He’s a very, very well-respected British 
wine expert and writer. We were having lunch, and he said, “Wow, Bob, these 
wines are really good, and Michael, nice job, but it’s too bad that California 
wines don’t age.” The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I said, “What 
do you mean?” I was young enough and still brash enough to take him on on 
that, and he said, “I’ve never really tasted California wines that age that well.” 
I said, “Then you haven’t tasted any good California wines.” I went down into 
my cellar and I got 1958 BV George Latour Private Reserve, Charles Krug 
Vintage Select, and Inglenook Cask—and I think that was a ’61—and then I 
had a Chateau Haut-Brion from the—not a ’61, which would have been great, 
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but it was in that similar vintage. Then I had the younger Charles Krug and 
Robert Mondavi wines. I brought them up, and just poured them all as we 
were having lunch. Hugh Johnson kept going back to the Charles Krug and 
the Inglenook, and going, “I didn’t know that California wines aged so well.” 
I said, “Why not?” He said, “I’ve never had the chance to taste California 
wines that old.” It was really a pleasure to see that what my father and André 
Tchelistcheff and others had done in the fifties pleased this world expert, and 
at that point, almost snob against California wines. It really opened his eyes, 
and it was just a thrill to see that happen.  

01-02:22:03 
Meeker: Your and your father were quite talent scouts as well. The idea that it went 

from Warren Winiarski, to Mike Grgich, to you, and then Zelma Long was 
there as well. These are all legendary figures. They didn’t have conventional 
backgrounds. They didn’t show up with their Davis degree. I think Zelma 
might have been going there, but she had a different kind of background, too.  

01-02:22:32 
Mondavi: She had a different background. She was getting a master’s at Davis, and 

came to work for us as an intern. 

01-02:22:37 
Meeker: Yeah, and never finished her master’s, I think, because she got that job. What 

was it about these people, and what was it about the others that you attracted, 
that you were looking for? 

01-02:22:53 
Mondavi: With Warren, he had worked for Lee Stewart at Souverain, up in the eastern 

hills below the St. Helena Hospital. My father and Lee Stewart were friends. 
My father had a lot of respect for Lee Stewart. Warren, I think before that, 
was at the University of Chicago, as a professor or assistant professor or 
something, and wanted to get in the wine business, and had worked for Lee 
for about two years. My father hired Warren. He and I were the only two 
cellar workers, if you will, for the first year and a half to two years, and then 
he left to go start his own little project with a wine guy in Colorado, that, 
fortunately for Warren, did not work, so when he came back, he started Stags’ 
Leap. When Warren left, we attracted Mike Grgich to come join us. Each one, 
we taught them something, and they taught us something. The way that my 
father and I worked was we always said—our winemaking procedures, back 
then, could have been on, like, four pages. We’d talk about it with them, 
because we were having to do the work rather than delegate the work. Mike 
would say, “Maybe we need more dry ice in the tank before we crush the 
grapes on the Rieslings, because we don’t want them to oxidize.” Or Warren 
would say, “We need to wash the top of these barrels after each time after we 
top the barrels, so that they’re clean and there’s no bacteria that could grow.” 
So we all had this constant communication and exchange and growth. Again, 
one moment, one’s the teacher and the other’s the student, and back and forth.  
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 Our whole objective, whether it was Warren, Mike, Zelma, my brother, or 
myself, was, how do we make it better? We probably could have focused a 
little more on how could we make it more efficient, but that wasn’t in our 
DNA. It was, how do we make a wine that tastes better? We all understood 
the need for sanitation, which I think made us a relatively unique winery, 
because we were the first winery to use the Tri Clover dairy fittings, with an 
O-ring rather than the old—like a three-quarter hose faucet. The winery valves 
were all two inch, or inch and a half, threaded with a washer back there that 
bacteria just loved to grow in. So we changed that. Instead of buying just 
stainless steel tanks that were welded with little holes in some of the weld, we 
bought dairy tanks that were ground and finished, so that we could be 
confident that the yeast, the bacteria, whatever, came in from the grape, and 
didn’t happen because of some unsanitary conditions.  

 I think that our—starting in 1969—partnership with Rainier Brewery, who 
bought out our two grape-grower partners, before they bought out our 
partners, I went up to the Rainier Brewery and spent two days with their 
brewmaster. I was shocked, I was embarrassed, at the way our winery looked 
compared to the way the brewery looked, for sanitation, for attention to detail, 
for understanding yeast and bacteria. In a period of six months, we learned 
more about that than probably the industry knew, and started buying brewery-
level quality pumps, fittings, and that’s where we got the polished tanks and 
all. Back then, it was Mike, and then followed by Zelma. It allowed us to 
make sure that what we were doing wouldn’t be impacted by some little 
creatures moving in on it. We just had a meticulous attention to detail.  

01-02:28:12 
Meeker: Lightyears ahead of those old redwood fermentation vats that you had to 

scrape the bottoms of the tanks. 

01-02:28:17 
Mondavi: Yeah. Knock off the cream of tartar. We were referred to as the test-tube 

winery in the sixties and early seventies. We’d believe everybody, but we’d 
try it ourselves. We had a luxury then, because 50 percent of the wine, plus or 
minus, we were selling in tank cars to other wineries. We’d harvest in 
September, October. We’d submit samples in November. We’d ship wine in 
December and get paid in January by the other wineries we sold wine to. That 
allowed two things: we could save the cream of the crop for us, but it also 
allowed us to pay our bills so that we could afford to put wine in barrel and 
age it for a year or two, depending on chardonnay or Cabernet, having that 
new, small—I mentioned thirteen tanks the first year—allowed us to really—
if we made a mistake, boy, we made a big mistake, because it was one-
thirteenth of what we did, and that was a lot.  

01-02:29:33 
Meeker: During those years, until 1974, when you hand over winemaking operations, 

what was your production, in terms of cases, over that period of time? How 
did you grow? 
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01-02:29:0046 
Mondavi: We grew dramatically in 1973 and ’74, because we had a contract with the 

Schlitz Company that owned Geyser Peak Winery, to supply them 350,000 to 
500,000 gallons of bulk wine, all Napa. With that contract, we were doing 
about 75 percent of the production was that, and 25 percent was probably—
fifty, sixty thousand cases—was for the Robert Mondavi brand. That allowed 
us to build the facilities, and allowed us to acquire contracts with independent 
growers in Napa, to where we could notice, “ooh, hey, John’s vineyard of 
Cabernet has a little richer character than the one we’ve been using, so let’s 
use this for us,” et cetera. Probably the best thing that happened was the ’73 
vintage was excellent. We delivered the wines. We got recognition from them 
as the best winery supplier of the year, for the quality of the product. It was a 
five-year contract we had with them, which allowed us to expand the facility. 
The second year, 1974, big crop. Interest rates went way up to 17 percent. The 
European currencies and American dollars went upside-down. The banks that 
loaned money to wholesalers, the banks that loaned money to wineries, saw 
the inventory value drop dramatically, in a year where there were surplus 
grapes. The price of bulk wine dropped almost in half. I delivered the samples 
to Geyser Peak, and they said, “Don’t even unload them. We’re not accepting 
them.” I said, “But it’s even a better quality year.” They said, “We’ve been 
told by the attorneys at Schlitz headquarters to cancel the contract, and take us 
to court.”  

 As I was driving home, I thought, we’re going to be bankrupt. We can’t sell 
the wine in bulk, because the price was so low. What are we going to do with 
it? My father and I talked. I mentioned, Charles Krug started with CK 
Mondavi in the jug and Charles Krug. I said, “Dad, why don’t we do what you 
did at Charles Krug and CK, and let’s take the RM and grape leaf on the top 
of the foil and put that in place of the arch and tower, and call it red table 
wine, white table wine?” We made a master blend of all the red, and a master 
blend of all the white, and tasted them, and we went, “Wow, this is pretty 
good.” Sixty percent of all wine sold in America at that time was sold in a 
half-gallon jug with a screw-cap and a handle, and it was mostly Burgundy or 
Chablis or claret, things like that. We said, let’s not put it in a jug. Let’s put it 
in a magnum, with a cork, and try to sell it in the restaurants as a wine by the 
glass. If we can get them to charge still under two dollars—wine by the glass 
was $1.50 to $1.75 a glass for Burgundy or Chablis back then. We said, if we 
can get them to raise the price twenty-five cents, they’ll serve ours. It’s dry, 
and it invites you—my grandmother’s story—invites you back into the glass, 
so you have another sip. We gave the top restaurant in about a dozen cities a 
case of the red and a case of the white in magnums, and said, “We’ll be back 
in a couple weeks. Try it. If you don’t like it, we’ll pick up what you didn’t 
sell, but we won’t charge you, because you’re doing the research for us.” All 
but two of them replaced their house wine with it, and then told another 
restaurateur, and another restaurateur. Eighteen months later, we’d sold 
125,000 cases of Robert Mondavi red and white. That then morphed into 
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Woodbridge, and became the first ten-million-case single brand in the United 
States in 2004.  

 What I learned from my grandfather and my father is, out of duress comes 
opportunity. If Geyser Peak had not canceled that contract, and caused my 
father and I to make a decision—we were going to consider the CK Charles 
Krug. We wanted to be ten years old, minimum, first. We wanted to establish 
Robert Mondavi first. The circumstances of the economy, the ownership that 
we had the contract with, and the way they just said, “Let them sue us”—our 
attorney said, “You’d win the lawsuit, but then you wouldn’t be able to afford 
to pay my bill, because you’d be bankrupt, so why don’t we save your time 
and money, and my time and no money, and do something creative?” Again, 
necessity is the mother of invention.  

01-02:35:47 
Meeker: This story, in terms of—I’m trying to come up with a wine metaphor around 

sour grapes and good wine or something like that, but I’m not good at that. 
But it has come up a few times in your career. You look at the sale of Robert 
Mondavi in 2004, and that then allowed you to move into the businesses that 
you now have.  

01-02:36:13 
Mondavi: Right. My brother and his family are happy and doing a great job at 

Continuum. An interesting thing. What I observed was, when my father and 
uncle were working together, there was some tension. When my father and I 
had partners, the grape-growers in the early years, and then the Rainier 
Brewery, when we had a partner that was not family, family got along better. 
It’s kind of like you had a common enemy. But the family dynamic was less 
restrained when we had a financial partner in the business. Very interesting.  

01-02:37:00 
Meeker: Have you used that in the organization of your current endeavors? 

01-02:37:05 
Mondavi: With Folio, the employees own 12 percent. My daughter and son own 39 

percent each, and my wife and I own 10 percent.  

01-02:37:17 
Meeker: So you work for your kids? 

01-02:37:18 
Mondavi: I sure do, and I earn every penny I make. I get paid a dollar a year. [laughter] 

01-02:37:26 
Meeker: There’s so much more that we could talk about, but I think that we should 

probably wrap up. Otherwise, we’ll go on for another ten hours. Looking back 
at those years, those first eight years at Robert Mondavi Winery, when you 
were the winemaker, but also working with great people, like Mike Grgich 
and Zelma Long, are there any particular wines that you remember, or that 
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maybe you’ve tasted since then, that you’re proud of, like, wow, that young 
kid actually pulled that off?  

01-02:38:02 
Mondavi: Nineteen seventy-four got great accolades as a great quality vintage in Napa, 

and ’73 was kind of an average year. If you taste ’73 today, versus ’74—it had 
been in the same cellar—we will both prefer 1973. Seventy-four was a little 
bigger. It got a lot of accolades because it was big, strong wine. Seventy-three, 
a lighter year, but beautifully balanced. The tannin, acid, body of the wine 
structure, was so beautifully balanced. That wine will age for another ten or 
fifteen years and still be beautiful, and the ’74 is starting to go down. Going 
back and tasting wines like that make me very proud. Another one that was 
difficult was one year we didn’t have either an unfined or reserve wine. The 
term “unfined” meant we didn’t use any egg white fining in the wine. We put 
it on the label in lieu of using the word “reserve.” After about three and a half, 
four years of that, we said, nobody understands what the hell we’re talking 
about, so we better put “reserve.” Nineteen seventy-two, we had no reserve 
wine, and no unfined wine, because we had thirteen consecutive days of 
rainfall in 1972, during October. Didn’t finishing harvesting until end of 
October. Didn’t finish pressing until just before Thanksgiving. We had to use 
the reserve wines to blend with the Napa, to make Napa worthwhile. Proud of 
two things about that. Number one, we made a decision to declassify all the 
reserve wine, because it was better than the Napa, but it wasn’t reserve 
quality. And number two, you taste the ’72 today, it’s not as good as the ’73, 
but it’s still a nice wine. To me, the winemaking challenge is not in a great 
year. It’s where mother nature tests you. I told my son this year, I said, “Rob, I 
don’t know why we paid you this year. The quality of the grapes—mother 
nature was so friendly this year on the harvest. She did all the work. So why 
are we paying you?” He says, “Dad, you don’t pay me double or triple in the 
hard years.”  

01-02:40:42 
Meeker: Like 2017.  

01-02:40:43 
Mondavi: Yeah, ’17 was a challenge. We declassified 100 percent of our Atlas Peak 

production that year. 

01-02:40:50 
Meeker: You had smoke taint? 

01-02:40:51 
Mondavi: Yeah. It’s like you take a half teaspoon of ash out of a cigar ashtray and mix it 

in with a bottle of wine, and then serve it, and it’s got—there’s nothing in the 
toolkit that could do—you could strip it out, and then you’d just have an 
insipid wine. So we just said, well, declassify. I think that’s one of the 
differences between a family-owned wine company and a publicly owned or a 
large conglomerate, to where they have to meet their plans. We said, mother 
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nature spanked us this year, just she spanked us in a different way. Some 
years, it’s a frost. Some years, it’s rain and problems. This year, it was a fire, 
for the first time. Live and learn. 

01-02:41:39 
Meeker: But 2018 was—  

01-02:41:43 
Mondavi: Where 2017, mother nature was nasty and spanked us, she was a voluptuous 

lover in 2018. She was wonderful.  

01-02:41:53 
Meeker: I know some winemakers over in the far Sonoma Coast, and they’re saying 

the same thing. 

01-02:41:57 
Mondavi: Oh, yeah. I think all of Northern California had a stellar year this year. I think 

part of it is the ash that was developed in the fire of 2017, the nutrients that 
come in with the ash settling down. The Indians used to burn, every few years, 
five million acres in California, to revitalize, to get rid of all the underbrush so 
they could find the acorns, so they could see the deer, things like that. They 
were better foresters than we are, and we have all this modern technology. We 
need to go back and study what they did, and learn how to be really great 
ecological foresters.  

01-02:42:46 
Meeker: So you guys actually had a layer of ash on your vineyards? 

01-02:42:49 
Mondavi: It wasn’t the ash. Oh, yeah, there was a lot of ash all over Napa. You’d have 

to scrape it off your windshield. But what got the smoke taint was we were 
supposed to harvest on the Monday after the fire started. We didn’t get up 
there until Friday, because it was all evacuated. The leaves absorbed the 
smoke. The grape skins absorbed the smoke. If you peel a grape and just taste 
the juice, it was okay. You chew the skin—hmm, really smoky. So we said, 
okay, and we removed all the leaves around the fruit before we harvested. We 
brought in high-pressure sprayers. We washed all the bunches before 
harvesting. Brought in a blower, dried the grapes. Picked them, put them in 
boxes, took the boxes, put them on the sorting tray, washed them again. Fans 
to dry them off. Then we crushed. Mm-mm. It was for naught. It was absorbed 
into the skin, and some of the juice and—we were thinking of calling it 
Firebreak 2017, but nah.  

01-02:44:08 
Meeker: I tasted wine like that once, and I can’t remember—there was a year up in 

Mendocino where they had some fires, and Navarro actually released it under 
a second label. I bought a bottle, because of curiosity, but it wasn’t drinkable. 
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01-02:44:25 
Mondavi: Our attitude is, if we’re not proud—my grandmother’s thing—if we’re not 

proud to put it on our table and watch people enjoy two or three glasses, then 
don’t put it in the bottle. Very simple.  

01-02:44:38 
Meeker: Well, maybe that’s a good note that we should end on.  

01-02:44:42 
Mondavi: Thank you very much. It’s been a pleasure talking with you. 

01-02:44:44 
Meeker: Thank you. 

[End of Interview] 
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