
before the university of california press published my en-
cyclopedia of California wine history in 1998, my senior editor asked me to
explain why the Zinfandel entry was longer than the entry for Cabernet Sau-
vignon. I’m sure she already had a good idea of why this was so and simply
wanted to get all the arguments straight.

I pointed out that the Zinfandel entry was actually the longest in the book.
Then I went through all the reasons I could think of, which you, the reader,
have probably already heard. It is one of the most versatile grapes in the
world. There are several wine types: table, dessert, sparkling. There are the
table wines: red, white, and pink. It can be used in brandy production. And
the Zinfandel grape is good to eat, as raisins or fresh.

But what I concentrated on was the history of Zinfandel. Numerous mys-
teries have surrounded the variety’s origins. A myth had even developed
about it. And no history had ever been written on the Zinfandel from the time
that it became the darling of the California wine industry in the 1880s until
it became popular as a premium varietal in the late 1960s.

Many wine grape varieties are of mysterious origin, but none is as impor-
tant as Zinfandel. Few would be interested in reading a book on the history of
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the Green Hungarian or the Cabernet Pfeffer varieties. But Zinfandel is dif-
ferent. Until 1998, when it was superseded by Cabernet Sauvignon, it was
California’s most widely planted red wine grape—and had been since 1975,
when Carignane was king for a few years. One might also say that it has been
for years California’s signature wine. Who else produces Zinfandel?

Cabernet Sauvignon may be more important in California than Zinfandel
in many ways, but it has nowhere nearly so intriguing a history. In fact, in-
trigue has been a major component in what purported to be Zinfandel’s early
history in the Golden State. That intrigue and the mysteries of its origin are
what piqued my interest in Zinfandel three decades ago. And I presume that
they have a lot to do with your reading this book.

We need to look carefully at the mysteries. The first is the mystery of ori-
gins, for the vine is clearly a vinifera variety and therefore European. But there
is no variety of that name in Europe, nor do we have evidence that there ever
has been. An almost complete unraveling of this mystery has taken place dur-
ing the past twenty-five years. The history of this mostly scientific undertak-
ing is an important part of this book.

The second mystery is easily understood. These questions need answering:
How did what we call Zinfandel come to the New World? Where did it come
from? Where on our shores did it land, and how did it get from there to Cali-
fornia? Although the solution to the first mystery comes from the work of sci-
entists, the historian must solve the second.

The most fascinating aspect of this mystery is that from the 1880s until the
1970s it was apparently no mystery at all. Everyone knew the story of how a
flamboyant European nobleman had brought the vine from his homeland
and spread the word of its virtues to the four corners of the Golden State. But
it wasn’t true. It was a tale manufactured by the son of a famous father, told
in the 1880s, a package of lies and partial truths about the introduction of the
vine thirty years earlier.

This tale became a solidified block of historical concrete, copied by virtu-
ally every interested historian and wine writer for almost a hundred years. I
cracked the concrete monolith of this myth in the 1970s by going back to the
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period between 1852 and 1880 and examining the contemporary record, the
primary sources from which a true history could be pieced together. And I
went to the East Coast to examine the primary sources there, which gave a
fairly clear picture of the Zinfandel’s arrival on that coast in the late 1820s.

In 1989 historian Thomas Pinney wrote, in his History of Wine in America,
“The notion that Haraszthy first brought the Zinfandel to California has 
persisted and now seems to be so firmly fixed that no amount of historical
bulldozing can dislodge it. Still, it is not true.” In chapter 6, I fire up the bull-
dozer anew.

A third mystery is built into the destruction of the Haraszthy myth. After
it arrived in California from the East Coast, how was this grape, grown in Bos-
ton for the table, discovered as an excellent wine grape? And how did its fame
spread in the 1860s so that it became the leading variety planted in the state
during the first wine boom, in the 1880s? Who were the heroes in this story
in the 1850s and 1860s?

The fourth mystery is really an unanswered question. What is the history
of the Zinfandel between the 1880s and 1960s? This history has never been
written. In attempting to answer that question, I’ll explain why I call it the
“stealth grape” in the years before Prohibition, and I’ll show how Prohibition
made the name “Zinfandel” a part of the American wine vocabulary in a way
that it had never been before. I’ll also explain how Zinfandel meant two very
different things to consumers in the years after the repeal of Prohibition.

An important part of the modern story comes from the fact that, unlike all
the other world-class varieties that have become a part of California’s pre-
mium wine production, Zinfandel has no model of European perfection for
comparison. When we sit down at a blind tasting to evaluate and compare a
few red Bordeaux and California Cabernets, we can have a good time think-
ing and talking about what we perceive. Which do we like better? Which will
be better in years to come? Have the California producers used the grand cru
wine of the Médoc as a model? But such an event involving California Zin-
fandels and a world-famous European counterpart never takes place. This
fact has added to the complexity of Zinfandel’s history as a table wine in Cali-
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fornia. In some ways it has been bothersome to producers. In others it has
been a tantalizing challenge, which, in recent years, seems to have been glo-
riously met.

When I was learning how to be a historian, my professors impressed on me
the idea that we all bring our personal history, our values, our beliefs to the
task. There is no such thing as perfectly objective history since it must be
filtered through the mind of a fallible human being. Historians must be aware
of their values and beliefs, knowing that they certainly affect the final prod-
uct, which is as much interpretation as fact. And the historian’s reader should
be made aware of these values and beliefs. So I need to come clean.

My wife, Rosslyn, and I love wine. We are particularly fond of red wine and
drink a bottle with dinner regularly. We are claret drinkers. We have a cel-
lar full of claret, that is, California Cabernet Sauvignon, red Bordeaux, and
Zinfandel.

Over the years I have been made to believe by friends, mentors, and critics
that the history of Zinfandel is not to be understood unless Roz and I are
characters in it. That is, the reader has to understand how we have put all this
together, from Los Gatos to Berkeley to Davis, Boston, Beltsville, Austria,
Hungary, Italy, and Croatia. With this in mind, I will begin my story at home.
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