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to be with his family in California and tend his businesses in New Jersey. Finally in 2004, he purchased
and equipped a 24,000 square foot warehouse in an
industrial section of Silicon Valley in Santa Clara
County. However this time, he was making his own
wine under his own label, which he named after his
grandfather Domenico, while at the same time offering part of the warehouse to home winemakers as
he had done in New Jersey. Today, he bottles about
22 different wines in very small amounts and altogether makes about 8,000 cases for his own account
and, at the same time, makes 2,600 cases for various home winemakers. “I provide everything. They
just show up. It’s considered home-made wine because we don’t sell it, and it’s all done by hand. It’s
fun, and people enjoy it. We also set them up with
custom labels.”
He looks forward to accommodating more home
winemakers but expects to grow his own winemaking
to no more than 10,000 to 15,000 cases. “I think I
want to stay small and keep the quality high. “My
son wants me to grow, but I’m getting a little tired.
I’m 54. I want to get this operation up to snuff and
then dabble in real estate again, not as a broker,
just as an investor. This is the time to buy residential property, because it’s hit bottom. There’s a lot
of money to be made right now, and there’s about
a one year to 18-month window. I need to do that
to help pay my wine bills. This is an expensive operation. You know what they say about being in the
wine business. In order to make a small fortune, start
with a large one.”
In addition to the winery in Santa Clara County,
Dominick owns 186 acres in Amador County, where
he has planted Syrah and Primitivo. “The land is in
Ione, right next to Sutter Creek. It’s a beautiful property with an 18-acre lake in the middle of it and rolling hills. If I can make a lot of money in real estate,
my wish is to plant out my acreage up there, do a
Piemonte theme, and grow Nebbiolo, Barbera, and
Moscato. I think that would be wonderful. Everybody’s done the Tuscan theme with Sangiovese, but
not the Piedmont theme.”
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“Pairing food with wine... it’s a tough job, but somebody has to do it.”
—Dominic and Gloria Chirichillo tasting their new wines.

The Road from Basement to Warehouse
Domenico Winery
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very bottle of wine that you have ever
opened reflects a particular business
plan. Wine producers, who live large,
are inclined to purchase land, plant a
vineyard, and build a winery. Others build
just a winery, furnish it with equipment, and
purchase fruit from growers. The least costly
way to begin is to rent space and equipment
in an existing winery and purchase fruit. But
most producers, who have been in business for
a while, own their own wineries, have at least
a few planted acres and purchase additional
fruit from growers. Domenico Winery owner,
Dominick Chirichillo has distinguished himself
by creating a new business model. And while
the plan didn’t just spring from his head, fully
formed, he was smart enough to see the potential in what he was doing and then develop
that potential even further. Dominick began in
the wine making business by gathering home
winemakers together and providing them with
equipment, and expertise.
After finishing college in California, he and
his brother started a small real estate business
in their home state of New Jersey in a little

seaside town, which had the usual amusement
park and boardwalk. The business grew from
summer rentals to condominium conversions
to development projects. But when the economy slowed during the downturn at the end
of the 1980’s, he and his brother had time on
their hands and began to make a little wine in
their grandfather’s basement, where rudimentary equipment remained after the deaths of
their grandparents.
“As little kids, we looked forward to the
fall, to making wines in that basement. Then
we’d drink it at the table in little juice glasses.
It was part of our lives.” So the brothers made
two barrels of wine, duplicating what they had
learned with their grandfather. “Several local
produce guys brought in the grapes. My grandfather would take the head off a barrel, and
that would be his fermentation vessel. A little
hand crusher sat on top of the barrel, and he’d
crush the grapes.” So that first year, Dominick
and his brother shared their wine with family
and friends. The next year, they had 20 people
making 20 barrels of wine and they moved the
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operation to a 1000 square foot basement in one of
their father’s buildings. After 67 people gathered to
make 67 barrels, they moved again, this time to a
shopping center that Dominick owned, and in less
than ten years, the venture grew to 300 people making 300 barrels. But they still considered the activity a hobby and continued to work with their real
estate investments.
The difference between a home winemaker and a
commercial winemaker is that the home winemaker
doesn’t sell wine so is not subject to licensing. But
in 1996, Dominick obtained a commercial license
from the State of New Jersey so that he could advertise his services. “We got the license at 300 barrels, and the thing exploded even after that because
we were able to advertise, but it grew mostly from
word of mouth. But we didn’t sell wine. You had to
come and make it. It was like a co-op. I would assist
them in making their own wines. We’d do one barrel at a time, so it was always ultra premium winemaking. It gave me an opportunity to experiment
with a lot of blending.”
Most of Dominick’s wine-making customers
lived in northern New Jersey and began to complain
about driving two hours to make wine. “So I came up
with the franchise idea for my existing operation. At
one point, I franchised our Bacchus School of Wine
and sold four franchises. I kept my own location, so
there were five locations in New Jersey, where people
could come and make their own wine. I was one of
the first in the country to set that business model. I
have one property there now, where I run my Bacchus School. It’s a 35,000 square foot commercial
property, and we occupy about 18,000 square feet.
I lease out the rest. I ship 22 truck loads of grapes
there every year.”
While Dominick was attending San Diego State
University in Southern California, he fell in love
with the state. He vowed that some day he’d return.
In 1998, he was able to make his move, building a
home for his family in Half Moon Bay. But for six
years, he commuted back and forth between coasts

