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By Greg Varley


The history of California wines really begins in Northern California. Settlement of the Napa and Sonoma Valleys by Eastern winemakers looking for a more hospitable climate for growing wine varietals, and European immigrants looking for a region similar in climate and soil to the one they had left behind initiated the agricultural growth that has made these two appellations famous.


Rafael Martini discovered the Russian River Valley in Sonoma and was immediately reminded of Tuscany. He purchased the T Winery that had been established in 1881, renamed it for him, and was soon producing wine from what is today the oldest winery in Sonoma. While he grew vegetables and other fruit, it was grapes that were the focus of R. Martini’s efforts. Soon the Martini’s were related by marriage to the Sebastiani, Foppiano, Pedroncellis, and Seghesio families. Italy winemaking was well rooted in Sonoma.


Rafael’s son, Narciso, took over during Prohibition, and was able to survive with the winemaking operation intact by developing a relationship with religious organizations across the nation. He annually shipped 10,000 gallons of wine to rabbis in New York for use in services. The “large number of rabbis during the Prohibition as opposed to after Prohibition ended” amazed him. 


In 1943 Narciso sold the winery to Hiram Walker, and his son Elmo ran it for the distiller for seven year, when in 1950, with Enrico Prati of Italian Swiss Colony, Elmo was able to repurchase the winery from HW. Over the years the Martini family has been able to return to full ownership through purchase of the Prati shares. The Prati name has been retained in honor of that family’s contribution to the winery.


It is Elmo Martini who is most responsible for the contemporary development of the brand. He continued to use the traditional redwood tanks, now nearly a 100 years old, to produce “redwood wines”. Martini is one of the few wineries that have maintained this practice. However, he also sought to integrate the most modern of winemaking techniques into the process with the introduction of state of the art crushers and new barrel aging for the growing portfolio of wines.  


Today the winery, with a two million capacity, the tenth largest winery under one roof in the United States, is under the leadership of Jim Martini, and his daughter Sandi, the first of the fifth generation. 


In June, 2000 ConeTech, one of Sonoma Counties largest wine processors leased the 119-year-old family concern. With an eye toward the 21st Century, the transfer of title met the need for large-scale capital investment. The Martini Family, however, will continue to play a critical role in the future of wines carrying their name. “The family is still going to be involved.” 


There will be a expansion of capacity by nearly 15%, a specific increase in Martini and Prati labeled wines to 100,000 and a more aggressive marketing campaign to spread the word of these excellent wines.

