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WINERY from inside

wines all the time, so when I go home, I don’t even
think about it. I drink water or milk because my wife
is from a dairy family. But if my wife has a glass of
wine, she’ll pour me one. Okay, I’ll drink it, but not
because I need it or want it.

On family
My wife is English and German. The family founded the Romer dairy and brought the first Jerseys to
America. I’m Italian, and when I married my wife,
they wanted to have the marriage annulled because
to marry an Italian was the bottom of the barrel. But
I grew up to be their favorite son-in-law, and we’ve
been married for 65 years. We were going to college
in Santa Rosa at the time, and after we got married
and came home, I spent all of my life at the winery,
but I traveled all over the United States. We raised
two boys who worked with me in the wine business.
My youngest son was the first engineer on the Apollo spacecraft. He’s brilliant. That’s Rich’s father, and
my grandson is all brains too. He graduated with
honors in enology from California State University,

On the old home winemakers
In the old days, they picked the grapes when they
thought it was the right time, but there were some
big disparities between the wine that they made at
home and the wine that’s in the market today. I
would say that the wines were much higher in alcohol because they liked grapes with a lot of sugar but
didn’t know how to handle it. Sometimes the fermentation would get stuck, so the wine would be
sweet. And others would be fermented to high alcohol. Home made wines went from A to Z. Today
wine is more homogenized, more consistent. It’s got
to be, or you’d go out of business. When I got married, Dago red was all there was. But these wines
today, how can you beat them? There are different
levels of everything, but you don’t find very many
bad wines any more. Today, if you make bad wines,
you’re not going to be in business tomorrow. You’re
gone. Today we’ve got the chemistry. The kids are
all graduates of wine schools.
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On Parducci Wine Cellars
When we moved there, it was just an Indian reservation. There was nothing. We built the building, and
my Dad almost lost his life doing it. I almost lost
my life. How can you forget that? I grew up there
and moved every rock, made every concrete wall.
Every one of those redwood tanks were my Grandfather’s. They’re over a hundred years old. We painted them every other year with linseed oil. I made
those front doors, the hinges, everything. I went up
there not very long ago, and I won’t go back again.
The back end of my father’s house is all torn up and
half the hillside is torn up. They’ve got my artifacts
in the cellar, which is good, but it’s good for them,
not for me. I’ve got enough problems without going up there and worrying about things that happened a long time ago. They’re trying to do the right
thing, but they don’t understand that my whole life
is there, my whole life.
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inety years old, John Parducci sits alone
at the head of the conference table at
McNab Ridge Winery, which he founded in 1999 and owns with his grandson Richard Parducci. John awaits our appointment, gazing through sliding glass doors at the
August vineyards, puffed up with leaves, shielding the hanging grapes from the hot Mendocino
sun. He has a full head of white, wavy hair, blue
eyes, and skin that’s creased but not wrinkled.
He stoops over a cane yet moves and talks quickly, pausing occasionally to collect his thoughts,
which survey the decades with acuity. Yet he
prefers to linger on the earlier parts of his life.
“I’ve been very fortunate,” he says, “and I thank
God everyday for the wonderful people that I’ve
worked with, the wonderful people that I have
with me now, my health, my family’s health, the
reputation that my family has. I’m 90 years old
and still breathing.”
A legend in the wine business, John and his
brothers developed Parducci Wine Cellars, which
their father had founded in 1932 on land that
he began to farm in 1921. John and his brothers
grew up there as did their children and grandchildren, including Richard, during the 73 years
that the family controlled the business. The Parducci family participated in all of the phases that

eventually made California wine equal in quality to any in the world. During Prohibition,
they transported boxes of grapes in rail cars and
sold them to home winemakers in New Jersey.
After Prohibition, they transported bulk wine
in tank cars to a business in New Jersey, which
bottled it and sold it on the East Coast. At the
same time, the Parducci’s welcomed a constant
stream of visitors to the winery, who would move
from tank to tank, hold glasses to the spigots
and taste, finally choosing what they would take
home in gallon jugs. Moving into the modern
era, the family bottled the first premium varietal
wines in Mendocino County. When John left in
1994, the winery was producing 350,000 cases
of wine annually.
But John Parducci has one painful regret. In
the 1970s, he sold a controlling interest in Parducci Wine Cellars in order to obtain development capital but continued with his family to
manage the winery, expecting at some point during those years to buy it back. That never happened. Since the family has left Parducci Wine
Cellars, the property has had several owners, including Brown Foreman, one of the largest wine
and spirits companies in the United States. The
business is now owned by Paul Dolan and Tom
See WINERY next page
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On drunkenness
If I have guests, we always serve wine. If I had a whole
barrel in my front room, I have friends who would
drink the whole thing. I can’t do that. First, I’d get
drunk, and I don’t like that. I don’t need to drink
wine to entertain myself or anybody else. There’s always some guy who will claim that he messed around
with other women because he was drunk. I don’t buy
that. I don’t care how drunk I could get. I still know
what I’m doing. I don’t appreciate people who can’t
handle their liquor. Sooner or later, it gets you into
a lot of trouble. A lot of people use alcohol as an excuse. But don’t tell me that alcohol is doing it. That’s
just another way of not taking responsibility. And
besides, if you’re the kind of person who gets that
way, you shouldn’t be drinking in the first place. You
can spoil a lot of people’s fun and lives also, so there’s
no excuse for it, not a bit. I’m glad that I don’t have
any part of my family who’s that way.

Fresno. I’m very proud of my family.

