
W I N E I S L I F E

A Foreword by Margrit Biever Mondavi

I have always been fascinated—and often amused—by the intersection of
wine and law, especially here in America. I was born and raised, you see,
in the canton Ticino, the Italian part of Switzerland. Every day our main
meal, what we call lunch, was a celebration, and be it outside between rose-
bushes and hydrangeas or in our dining room, there was always a bottle of
wine on the table. No fuss, no muss, it was part of our daily meal.

My first memories are of my little glass of water slightly tinted with wine
and maybe a bit of sugar. As we grew up, it contained less water and more
wine. Either way, wine was a natural part of the wonderful, delicious meals
my mother cooked. It was an accepted part of daily life throughout Switzer-
land. I don't even know if there was a consumer alcohol law in Switzerland
at that time. Today, though, wine and beer are permitted there for those
sixteen years and older, and hard liquor for those eighteen years and older.

I was first married to an American in the U.S. military. Our first U.S.
assignment was in Igloo, South Dakota, beginning in 1947.1 was surprised,
almost unbelieving, when I realized that wine and alcoholic beverages were
looked upon as almost illicit. The first time we went to a party in South
Dakota, for instance, I realized that you could not drink and dance in the
same place. We danced on the second floor, and anytime somebody wanted
a drink they went down to the first floor. Of course, that left the women
upstairs and the men merrily drinking downstairs. South Dakota was not
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exactly a culinary heaven, but we did go to restaurants for steaks and baked
potatoes. When I ordered wine I was definitely looked at askance, and they
brought me only a thimble of sweet port. I believe that at the time, bars in
South Dakota—called saloons—were not allowed to have windows, so that
women drinking inside could not be seen, and the entrances were in the
rear. Laws were such in our county that no alcohol was sold on Sunday, but
everybody went to the next county and loaded up the Chevrolet.

On our next assignment, in Spokane, I found that women (always re-
ferred to as "ladies") were not allowed to carry a whiskey sour from a restau-
rant's bar to its dining room. Only a waiter could do that. At that time,
everybody started with a cocktail for the first course and then drank mugs
of coffee with the rest of the dinner. (There was even a judging of which
coffee went best with which pork chop!) Because of the Balkanized state of
American wine laws and because of the reigning social mores, my first twenty
years in the United States were pretty much wine-less.

When we moved to the Napa Valley, in 1960,1 again had to wonder and
laugh. The little town of Yountville had an old Veterans' Home on its out-
skirts, housing over two thousand vets. It was not permitted to sell alcohol
within 1.5 miles of the Home—and the little town of Yountville was ex-
actly 1.5 miles from the Veterans' Home! As a result, there were twenty-one
bars in Yountville, most of them made of only cardboard and corrugated
aluminum. Likewise, there was a fleet of ten taxicabs whose main job was
to bring the lonely, thirsty vets back and forth. By contrast, the nearby town
of Napa, with a population of seventeen thousand, had only one taxicab.

Still, when I settled into the Napa Valley, I truly thought, "Eureka!"—
this is it. And here I met a wonderful man. Wine was his passion. Bob Mon-
davi and I were married over twenty-seven happy years, and there wasn't a
day that we didn't open a good bottle of wine. We usually opened it before
supper, and by the evening's end the bottle was empty. Bob not only thought
and acted like a European, he wanted to change America's attitude toward
wine and food. And when Bob had a project, he realized it. He worked
hard and spent a lot of energy and money doing the industry's job in telling
the truth about wine. His Mission program—to promote wine as an inte-
gral part of our culture, our heritage, and the gracious way of life—echoed
across the country, and for this endeavor we brought together eminent
artists, academics, and food and wine people. Dr. Curtis Ellison went on
to star on the landmark CBS 60 Minutes program that explained why the
French have a high-fat diet but very low rates of coronary heart disease, a
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phenomenon known as the "French Paradox." That program changed, in
a profound way, the image of wine in this country.

With only one exception—regarding at what age young people can be
served wine at the table—our country has made great strides when it comes
to wine and law. In that regard, I still believe in the method we followed in
Switzerland. We introduced tiny amounts of wine to the children, diluted
for the younger ones, and to me that is the safest and most effective insur-
ance against later alcohol misuse. I followed that method with my own three
children, and it worked beautifully. They understand and appreciate wine
but never abuse it.

Thanks to my unusual background, I read Richard Mendelson's history
of wine law in America with great interest and appreciation. Richard tells
the story in a clear and illuminating way. His book belongs in every wine
library and winery and every other establishment that caters to wine and
wine lovers. I wish Richard great success, and I congratulate him.
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