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By Greg Varley


Before the Rhone Rangers of Southern California made their way into the consciousness of American wine consumers, Giovanni Foppiano was working grapes from the Rhone region in Sonoma. 


Italian immigrant Foppiano arrived in San Francisco in 1864 in hopes of striking it rich in the gold fields. The gold he discovered came from the ground, but not in minerals weighed in ounces, but in grapes weighed in tons. He moved to Healdsburg in 1896 and founded that winery that still bears his name 105 years later. 


Giovanni’s son, Louis A., was the original winemaker and in 1910, in a contentious family decision, purchased the winery from his father. Father and son did not speak for 12 years. Louis meanwhile was developing the winery into one of the most prosperous in California. Focusing on only red wine production, critically among them, Petite Sirah, the Foppianos reputation was based on those hearty, rich, deeply colored wines. 


By 1919 the United States had begun its grand, if flawed, experiment in legislated public morality. The Volstead Act and Prohibition were in effect. Louis A. continued his orchards to feed his family, and continued to produce grapes for home winemakers permitted by the Act to make 200 gallons of wine for personal use. The refrigerated railcars headed east allowed Louis A. to maintain his vineyards.


Louis A. died in 1924 leaving the business to his first son, Louis J., who just 14 years old. Two years later he could only stand by as Federal Agents, finding that the family still had 100,000 gallons of 1918 vintage wine in the tanks, opened the valves and empted the wine into the local creek. People from the region rushed to creek with jars as the water ran red.  


Prohibition ended in 1933 and the 23-year-old winemaker reopened his winery. He could make wine, but he had no distribution system. Louis J. became the marketing agent for his wines.


By 1937 Foppiano was the first Sonoma winery to bottle its own wines. By 1941 Foppiano was producing over 800,000 gallons of wine annually.  In the early 1940’s Louis J. joined the Wine Institute, became a director of this groundbreaking group devoted to the improvement of the California wine industry, and for 45 years served as a Director. 


In the 1960’s Foppiano led the development of the “fighting varietal” concept, encouraged the use of stainless steel tanks, American Oak barrels, and the move to the “premium” wine concept.


The stable element, however, has been Petite Sirah. The original grape of the winery has always had a place in the Foppiano portfolio. The Foppianos view Petite Sirah as a ‘wine style’, in the same way that Rhone or Bordeaux is identified as a style. To maintain a consistency of style the winery often blends other varietals, most notably Zinfandel (no more than 10%) to assure the “bold, intense, and aggressive elements.” They also believe that Petite Sirah improves with age. They would not be surprised the wine survives and even improves over 20 years, becoming softer and more alluring in its maturity.


The locus of the Foppiano Petite Sirah efforts has been the Russian River Valley. Given appellation status by the Federal Government, the Russian River Valley is heavily influenced by fog from the nearby Pacific, offering cooler temperatures; less sunshine, and longer hang time for the grapes. This is a perfect environment for a grape as temperamental as Petite Sirah. 


The Foppianos are now in the sixth generation to manage a winery developed as Louis A’s way to feed a family when the gold he had been promised wasn’t found where he expected it to be. We can all be glad that he did not discourage easily. 

