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 Napa County wine 
coverage: Visit us online at 
NapaValleyRegister.com/wine 
for more coverage of the wine 
industry.
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 The Napa Valley Grapegrow-
ers honored longtime Napa Val-
ley farmer Pete Richmond as the 
2019 recipient of the Napa Valley 
Grower of the Year award at their 
annual dinner on May 10. They 
described him as “an under-
stated but impactful advocate for 
growers and farmworkers alike.”

According to a press release, 
Richmond was chosen for “his 
contributions to Napa Valley ag-
riculture and to the grapegrower 
and farmworker communities.” 

The Grapegrowers praised his 
dedication “to the farming com-
munity and the workers, which 
are are the bedrock of Napa Val-
ley’s success” and noted that his 
love of community “runs through 
all facets of his business” and is 
“reflected in all his endeavors.”

Born and raised in Northern 
California, Richmond gradu-
ated from Fresno State Univer-
sity with a degree in Agricultural 
Business. His first job at Bien 
Nacido Vineyards on the Central 
Coast sparked his lifelong love of 

grape growing and farming. Af-
ter moving north to Napa Valley, 
he worked in vineyard manage-
ment for Stag’s Leap Winery, 
Atlas Peak Winery, and Kendall 
Jackson, before striking out on 
his own.

In 2001, Pete Richmond 
founded Silverado Farming 
Company, which he owns and 
operates. Quietly, he has imple-
mented “1% for the Commu-
nity,” a program that donates 1 
percent of Silverado Farming’s 
gross profits to fund initiatives 

supporting at-risk youth and 
agricultural workers.

He currently serves on the 
Napa Valley Farmworker Foun-
dation board, Ag for Youth, the 
OLE Health Operation and Foun-
dation boards, and as an advisory 
board member to Teen’s Con-
nect. He is a past board member 
for the Napa Valley Grapegrow-
ers, the Napa County Housing 
Commission and Napa Valley 
Community Housing.

Grower of the year: Pete Richmond

Ever since wine has been 
a commercial bever-
age (hundreds of years), 

consumers have been victims 
of different forms of deceit, 
mostly aimed at sales.

 And it’s getting worse be-
cause wine buyers willingly 
accept being fed a diet of mis-
information — or no informa-
tion at all. They continue to buy 

wines based on 
marketers’ fic-
tions, accepting 
lies or faux facts, 
and believing 
high prices indi-
cate high quality.

Fabrications 
can be seen just 
about every-
where.

 � Road signs outside winery 
tasting rooms state “95-Point 
Wines!” without saying who (if 
anyone at all) bestowed such a 
high score, or which wines got 
them.

 � “Gold medal!” says a mag-
azine ad, without stating which 
competition gave it that award. 
Or, for that matter, which of its 
wines was so honored.

 � A shelf-talker trumpets, 
“Best of Class!” without de-
tails.

Hyperbole and exclamation 
points are the stock in trade of 
fantasy-based marketing people 
who clearly have serious com-
petitors on commercial websites 
for all sorts of products.

Can you imagine buying a car 
without first gaining specific 
details about its specifications, 
and without taking a test-drive? 
How about buying furniture off 
the web that doesn’t give mea-
surements or the material from 
which it was made? A particular 
internet pitfall: shoes.

Wine scammers have many 
ways to promote exalted images 
for wines that are mediocre 
while withholding factual in-
formation that could enlighten 
potential consumers.

I’ve seen dozens of wines on 
retail shelves with prices of $15 
to $25. The implication is that 
in such a price range these are 
quality wines. But are they?

One tip-off: flowery back-la-
bel language about dramatic 
sunsets, rolling hills, and idyllic 
settings.

In many cases, such wines’ 
appellations are “California.” 
I have bought such wines for 
evaluation. Most aren’t worth 
even half what I paid.

One of the most popular 
wine categories today is the 
“blended red wine.” Some sell 
for $35 and up. A few are abso-
lutely ripoffs.

Empowering 
the consumer
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ABOVE: A big oak in the forêt domaniale de Saint Palais. TOP: Keith Roberts in the early 1970s at Robert 
Mondavi Winery.

 Editor’s note: Part 2 of a 2-part 
series. Part 1 of “Like Cooper, Like 
Son” ran on May 10.

TONY POER

In the reception lobby at Ton-
nellerie Ô, there’s a wine barrel 
on display, but it’s not just any 
barrel. Built with expensive oak 
staves from France, the vessel 
that greets visitors to the Be-
nicia cooperage is a 2018 model 
from the company’s Master 
Cooper Series. With a deco-
rative crossbar and chestnut 
head hoops, it’s a gorgeous and 
sturdy piece of wood crafts-
manship that could have been 
constructed decades ago.

The dark lettering etched on 
the barrel head indicates the 
cooper series, along with the 
name of the French forest where 
the oak originated. In the old 
days, that information might 
have been burned into the wood 
with a branding iron. Today it’s 
done by computer-controlled 
laser. Even the signature of the 
barrel’s master cooper, Quinn 
Roberts, is applied with a tiny 
laser beam.

A lot has happened to the 
wine barrel business since Rob-
erts followed his father into it in 
the early 1990s — enough that 
those “old days” of Keith Rob-
erts’ time weren’t really that 
long ago.

Short of making wine, the 
Roberts family is tied as closely 
to the industry as any in Napa 
Valley. The elder Roberts pre-
ceded his son as a master coo-
per, while his wife, Annie, was 
the first executive chef at Robert 
Mondavi Winery from 1974 to 
2007. The couple’s younger son 
is a vintner, but, like his brother, 
Nathan Roberts trained in coo-
perage under their father before 
branching into winemaking. 
He still builds his own barrels 
for his Healdsburg winery, Ar-
not-Roberts.

“I love talking to Quinn about 
what he’s doing in the cooperage 
and discussing the subtleties of 
barrel making,” Nathan Roberts 
wrote in an email. “I think our 
parents’ dedication to mastery 
in their respective fields taught 
us both about the satisfaction 
that comes from learning and 
the value of the work it takes to 
be creative.”

At 10 p.m. on May 4, Kerrin 
Laz stood tall at the stage 
and proudly announced 

“We did it! Without the online 
auction included, we raised 
$1.28 million this year.”

 A huge reason to celebrate, 
given the extraordinary effort 
that went into the event. This 
year marked only the second 
installment of Inspire Napa 
Valley, an event that, driven 
by Laz, gives all the funds 
collected to the Alzheimer’s 
Association for research and 

treatment.
The event has 

come a long way 
from the begin-
ning; it is not an 
easy task to orga-
nize and execute 
an event of this 
magnitude.

Laz, like many 
of the attendees and volunteers, 
has been affected directly by 
this disease that continues to 
hurt families around the world.

This year’s celebration in-

cluded an Oakville Block Party 
hosted by Samantha Rudd at 
the Rudd Estate Winery in the 
heart of Oakville. The unprec-
edented event gathered a num-
ber of vintners, celebrities and 
wine writers including Ray Isle 
from Food & Wine Magazine, 
Time Magazine and other pub-
lications, Antonio Galloni, head 
of Vinous Media and a number 
of winemakers.

The dinner took place on 

Inside Inspire Napa Valley
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The spirited auction at Inspire, a three-day fundraiser for Alzheimer’s disease 
research. 
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Pete Richmond was named the 2019 
Napa Valley Grower of the Year. 

The Roberts’ path to Tonnellerie Ô
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Richmond is known for 
his humble generosity, dry 
sense of humor, a deep love 
of the farmworker commu-
nity, and his devotion to his 
wife, family, and two Lab-
rador retrievers. In his lim-
ited spare time, he enjoys 
woodworking and collect-
ing baseball memorabilia.

Richmond lives in Napa 
Valley with his wife and two 
children. His grandmother, 
mother and son all gradu-
ated from Napa High. 

Nominations for the 
Grower of the Year come 
from the NVG membership, 
and the recipient is chosen 
by a special selection com-
mittee composed of past 
presidents and current 
committee members. The 
award criteria are: a strong 
commitment to sustain-
able practices; recognized 
leadership in agricultural 
preservation, dedicated 
community focus, contri-
butions to the Napa Valley 
community, and someone 
who actively promotes Na-
pa’s reputation for the high-
est quality vineyards.

Richmond
From C1

Now retired in Napa, 
Keith Roberts ran opera-
tions at the Fetzer family’s 
Mendocino Cooperage for 
most of the ‘90s. By the 
time he’d hired both of his 
sons to come work for him 
there, he was already one 
of the industry’s most ex-
perienced coopers. He had 
a huge influence on their 
careers.

Back in 1971, at the be-
ginning of his own career, 
Roberts applied for a job 
with the then-five year-old 
Robert Mondavi Winery. 
“Obviously, it was quite 
a different place than it is 
today,” he laughed in a re-
cent conversation, sitting 
across from son Quinn at his 
kitchen table in Napa.

At the time, Roberts and 
his wife had just returned 
from living in Europe. He was 
interested in the wine busi-
ness and gravitated towards 
Mondavi, where his mother-
in-law, the late Margrit Mon-
davi, was then the director of 
public relations.

He was hired during the 
’71 harvest and recalled, “As 
I went to work, I discovered 
that I really loved what I 
was doing. So I indicated to 
the company that I was in-
terested in continuing, and 
they offered me a full-time 
job.”

After a few months of gen-
eral cellar and vineyard work, 
he was put in charge of the 
Mondavi barrel room. “I’d 
been doing that for a while, 
then I became interested 
in how barrels were used in 
winemaking and the history 
of barrel-making. I discov-
ered that there really wasn’t 
anybody who knew anything 
about it in Napa Valley.”

Taking his curiosity to the 
next level, Roberts headed 
to the UC Berkeley library to 
dig up research material on 
the business and history of 
coopering. Shortly after, an 
established French cooper 
named Philippe Demptos 
came through Napa Valley, 
where he was the primary 
barrel supplier to a number 
of wineries, including Rob-

ert Mondavi’s.
Over the next couple of 

years, Demptos befriended 
Roberts and invited him to 
visit his family’s cooper-
age in Bordeaux. “I ended 
up working there for about 
a month and came back to 
California, and I repeated 
that experience two or 
three times,” he recounted. 
“That’s how I got the basic 
skills of wine cooperage.”

He spent three years as 
Mondavi’s cooper before 
starting his own barrel 
servicing company, Napa 
Valley Cooperage, in 1976. 
Then, several years after 
connecting with the Demp-
tos family, he entered into a 
partnership with them in 
1980.

Roberts would go on to 
Mendocino Cooperage, 
where he served as the GM 
and director of operations 
from 1991 to ’98. He finished 
his career with the same job 
title at Winemakers Coo-
perage in Cloverdale.

“When I started, for the 
first 25 years everything 
was about savoir faire,” he 
said, reflecting on the arc of 
that long career. “When you 

were trying to market your 
product, it was about your 
family’s or your company’s 
longevity— their history be-
ing in this business and what 
that meant in terms of the in-
nate qualities of the product.”

He considered the con-
temporary state of cooper-
age, noting with a little edge 
in his voice that, beginning 
in the ‘90s, “there was an 
abrupt sort of 90-degree 
turn” in his industry, “and 
it became all about tech-
nology.”

But before computers and 
lasers worked their way into 
the craft, Roberts exposed 
both of his sons to coopering 
methods he had been trained 
on in California and Bor-
deaux. In their early teens, 
the pair worked summer 
jobs at Napa Valley Cooper-
age and got more than just a 
glimpse of how barrels were 
traditionally made.

“Nathan and I were 
trained in using the coo-
per’s tools,” Quinn Roberts 
recalled across the table 
from his father. “You know, 
the hammer and the driver 
that we used to remove and 
replace the hoops on the 

barrels. And taking them 
apart, then putting them 
back together again.”

The next day, after lead-
ing a tour of Tonnellerie Ô’s 
production floor to demon-
strate oak stave-cutting and 
the other phases of barrel 
construction, Roberts con-
tinued to talk about his and 
his brother’s parallel ca-
reers.

“We started working on 
barrels at the same time, in 
our mid-20s, and we both 
kind of started to get inter-
ested in wine and around the 
same time. Basically, because 
we’re so close in age — my 
brother and I only like a year 
apart — we tended to reach 
these certain milestones at 
similar stages in life.”

He emphasized that all 
three coopers in his family 
believe in restraint when it 
comes to aging wine in new 
oak barrels. “It can sound 
cliché,” he said. “And, you 
know, every cooper you ask 
this question is going to an-
swer it basically the same 
way. But definitely, in terms 
of my approach to using oak 
in wine, I think that a lighter 
hand is better.”

Like his father, Roberts 
worked at the Mondavi win-
ery in his early 20s, though 
not with barrels. He was on 
the hospitality side, giving 
tours and learning the fun-
damentals of wine tasting. 
He remembered trying a 
wide variety of wines at 
Mondavi to discern bal-
ance and elegance among 
them, which included de-
tecting the presence of oak. 
It helped inform and train 
his palate.

Keith Roberts’ recollec-
tions of his time at Mon-
davi and his earliest days 
as a cooper were a contrast 
to his son’s. But the back-
and-forth between the elder 
and younger master coopers 
explained a lot about their 
career paths, as well as their 
personalities.

Also like his father, Rob-
erts is San Francisco Giants 
fan. His French barrel stave 
suppliers, the Gauthier 
family of the Loire Valley, 
once had the opportunity 
to accompany him to AT&T 
Park as Tonnellerie Ô guests, 
only to be baffled by Amer-
ica’s pastime, though they 
appreciated the hospitality.

During the cooperage 
tour, Roberts nodded at the 
comparison of his dozen 
staff to a baseball team and 
its coaches. Tonnellerie Ô’s 

highly skilled coopers stand 
in for the players. He likened 
them to a group of five-tool 
athletes, the game’s way of 
describing ballplayers who 
consistently perform at an 
elite level and can do ev-
erything. The operations 
managers who work di-
rectly under Roberts are his 
coaches on the field and in 
the dugout. And the mas-
ter cooper is, of course, the 
team’s manager, which sort 
of makes Roberts the Bruce 
Bochy of Benicia barrels, al-
beit a less-grizzled veteran 
of his craft. At 48, he’s a vet-
eran nonetheless.

His colleagues, the 
Gauthiers, are also highly 
experienced. They’ve been 
in business since the late 
‘70s, their work practices 
tied closely to those of 
French oak cultivation, or 
silviculture. To give an over-
view of how France’s silvi-
culture affects his own pro-
fession, Roberts sketched 
a map of the country on a 
whiteboard in the confer-
ence room. Then, inside 
the map’s borders, he drew 
a large oval that stretched 
across its northern half.

“In this part of France, 
this is really the source of 
the best oak timber for bar-
rels,” he said, describing a 
rich, natural resource that 
has been achieved through 
“a tradition of French for-
estry management, of really 
strict and rigorous manage-
ment that goes back several 
centuries.”

A unique component of 
Tonnellerie Ô’s business is 
its Master Cooper Program, 
which the company started 
in 2017 to bring winery 
customers to the source of 
the barrels. They visit the 
Gauthiers’ and other stave 
millers’ operations in the 
forêts domaniales, the gov-
ernment-managed national 
forests.

“We take customers a 
couple of times a year as 
part of the Master Cooper 
Program, and that’s to ed-
ucate our customers about 
the sourcing of the wood, 
the harvesting of the trees 
and the stave-making pro-
cess.”

Heitz Cellar winemaker 
Brittany Sherwood is one 
such client. She accom-
panied Roberts on a Mas-
ter Cooper trip to France 
earlier this year. “It was 
an extremely educational 
experience,” she said over 
the phone. “It was also 

very beneficial to be able to 
spend that kind of quality 
time with Quinn.”

Sherwood noted that 
Heitz has increased its Ton-
nellerie Ô barrel purchases 
over the last few years. 
Working with Roberts has 
helped her “understand his 
philosophy behind sourc-
ing wood, making barrels, 
toasting, and the entire 
process from start to finish. 
It shed some really good in-
sight into the man behind 
the madness, I suppose!”

Roberts acknowledged 
that crossing the Atlan-
tic a dozen times a year is 
its own form of madness, 
but it’s also part of his job. 
In addition to the Master 
Cooper Program, he visits 
French forests for cooper-
age research projects and 
for fall trips to meet with 
oak suppliers and discuss 
Tonnellerie Ô’s purchasing 
for the coming year. It must 
echo back for him to his fa-
ther’s trips to France in the 
‘70s to acquire the expertise 
they now share.

“Only someone with 
years of experience in work-
ing with oak and then tast-
ing wine aged in that oak 
could offer ways to tweak a 
barrel to match the style I’m 
looking for,” wrote Danielle 
Cyrot recently in an email 
about her sole barrel sup-
plier. “That’s not always an 
option with some coopers.”

The winemaker for CADE 
Winery in Angwin added that 
“Quinn is not afraid to try 
new things at T-Ô. I guess 
that’s where our philosophy 
aligns. We aren’t afraid to ex-
periment and try something 
new. We both believe in try-
ing to raise the bar.”

“Some barrels were ex-
pendable, but some were 
so finely made they lasted 
for decades,” William Bry-
ant Logan wrote in “Oak, 
The Frame of Civilization.” 
“A good wine barrel might 
outlive its maker, and the 
huge hogshead casks … of-
ten remained in use for more 
than seventy years.”

A new oak barrel can be a 
shiny object to a winemaker, 
but after the first two or three 
years of use aging wine, it 
becomes just an object. 
Still, Roberts said, he’s en-
couraged to see Tonnellerie 
Ô barrels in use when they’re 
10 or more years old. “At that 
point, it’s really just a vessel 
for storage rather than, you 
know, an ingredient in the 
wine in the same way that a 
new barrel is.”

Back at his kitchen table, 
Keith Roberts remembered 
a time in the 1990s when he 
and some colleagues devel-
oped a plan, which proved 
successful, to sell American 
oak barrels in France. Over 
lunch with a winery cus-
tomer, he described trying 
to talk to the Frenchman the 
way he would with a Cali-
fornia winemaker about the 
source of the wood and the 
coopering techniques.

“And he said, ‘You know 
what? I’m not interested in 
all of that. I just want the 
best barrel that you can 
make.’ And to me, that re-
ally opened my eyes,” he 
recalled. “Because here’s 
the thing: if you can deliver 
that to them consistently, 
that’s all a winemaker cares 
about.”

Cooper
From C1
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Nathalie Gauthier entertains Tonnellerie Ô guests.

Quinn roberts, far right, with Nathalie Gauthier, her son 
Vincent and her daughter adeline
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