An Overnight Success?? July 2004
There are few true overnight successes. The real story behind any such concept involves the sudden recognition of quality within a person, or a company, or in this case, a winery.

     Mirassou has been producing wines in the area south of San Francisco since the mid-19th century. Today the sixth generation of the family is actively involved in the production of wines that have been gaining a following of both satisfied critics and wine consumers since the late 1950’s.

     Originally developed as a producer of bulk wines, the winery’s direction was changed by the fourth generation of the family to manage the wines, Norbert and Edmund Mirassou, who moved to produce wines in smaller formats that would be available only at the winery. The success of the winery outlet convinced them that there would be a market for their wines beyond the Santa Clara Valley, and by the late 1950’s a nationwide distribution system was in place.

     Why did it take so long? In part the Mirassou winery development mirrors the growth of the American west and of the legislative interference with alcohol production and consumption in the United States. 

     The original Mirassous are credited with the introduction of some of the earliest French vine cuttings into the United States, and by the late 1880’s were producing some of California’s most recognized and sought after wines. However, at that time wine was produced in virtually every corner of the state and the need to legislatively protect winemaking from residential or industrial encroachment was considered unnecessary. America was still operating under a ‘Hands-Off’ policy for industry. There had been virtually no legislation from the Federal or state government protecting children in the labor force or factory safety or the creation of mega-corporations that worked against the best interests of the general public. Farmers had failed to organize, and the Populist movement was only beginning to find a political voice. 

 The west was a destination for thousands of immigrants in the late 1800’s, and San Francisco, with its port was an obvious landing point. Many of these newly arrived Californians wanted to settle near the port. However, San Francisco was an expensive housing proposition even in the 19th century. Thus, the near towns, like San Jose and Santa Clara, offered a reasonable alternative. When population growth in the Santa Clara region encroached on the vineyards of the Mirassou Winery, they had no choice but to relocate. Each relocation would cost more than money. Replanting requires three to five years before vines are productive. New transportation and distribution systems were required, and the public is fickle about brands that disappear and then reappear on the shelves. Each chance demanded a new program of finding a market, and reintroducing the consumer to the wines. 

     And, then there was the ‘Great Social Experiment’. Prohibition changed everything. It legislatively identified alcohol consumers as morally degenerate, and incapable of controlling their vice without Federal and state penalties. Thus, those who produced alcohol were sponsors of this vice. Most wineries went out of business and the vineyards slowly returned to nature, or were converted to other uses. 

     The Mirassou Family was determined to survive. They remained farmers. They produced bulk grapes for home winemakers. Ironically, the prohibition on alcohol only applied to commercial development. Policing the millions of people who produced beer or wine in their basements, or gin in their bathtubs would have exhausted the resources of law enforcement. And, until the election of Franklin Roosevelt in 1932, the family survived by shipping nearly 10 different varieties of grapes to markets across the country.

     They were among the first wineries in California to reestablish following Prohibition. However, they determined that bulk production, and the sale of their juice to wineries that would blend it with their own smaller production, or would bottle it under a different label was the most economically feasible option.


     Interestingly, the Mirassous continued to make enormous strides in the technical production of wine. And, they continued to introduce new varietals, or to market unique varietals in bulk. They introduced Pinot Noir to California; developed mechanical harvesting processes; vineyard pressing to reduce stress on the grapes during crush and to maximize flavor; and cold stainless steel as a substitute for wood in the production of both white and red wines. Each generation was expected to make its mark through innovation in winemaking and improvement in the Mirassou process.

     Today the Mirassou Winery produces bottlings from 14 different varieties of grapes. While it has developed a reputation for its excellent whites (particularly Pinot Blanc), vineyard specific Chardonnay has had a very positive response from both the press and the public. 

     Locally, some members of the Sterling Wine Club joined Peter at Brennan’s Carriage House for a tasting of Zinfandels stretching back 25 years (there were three Mirassou Zins from the 1970’s and a 1987). The results were extraordinary. First, Zinfandel can age. The edges soften, and the fruit mellows into a marvelous medley of light red fruits (like raspberry) and light pepper that extends through a medium to long finish. This revelation supported Peter’s contention that Zins could be cellared. However, the second revelation revolved around the consistent excellence of the Mirassou wines. This winery can produce products with depth and complexity that have ageing potential. The in-store tasting June 22 reinforced this belief. Mirassou continues to produce quality and value-laden wines.

     As the sixth generation of the family works to more firmly establish the winery’s reputation with the public and the critics, the seventh generation is learning winemaking from the ground up. Heather Mirassou’s seven-year-old son Brandon, already joins in the harvest, and has expressed his long-term goal as “traveling the world and selling our wine”. Good for us all.

