WINELUXE

Building a Dream

Francis Ford Coppola and

the Inglenook Estate

The story of Hollywood director Francis Ford
Coppola’s stewardship of the Inglenook Estate has
as much intrigue as the plots of his movies. Forty-
two years on, it looks like the trajectory of the
estate is toward a warm-and-fuzzy sort of happy
ending. It feels appropriate for an estate named
after the Scottish expression for “cozy corner”.

Coppola never expected this kind of saga turned
fairytale. After all, Coppola and his wife, Eleanor,
were only looking for a country cottage. It was
1972, and the couple wanted a get-away from San
Francisco. If their home-away-from-home had a few
vines, maybe they would make wine like Coppola’s
grandfather did in his basement. Their realtor
insisted they take a rare peek inside the historic
Niebaum home, up for sale for two years, even if
just out of curiosity.

Luckily the Coppolas had plenty of funds from
Francis’ first two The Godfather movies, because
they fell smitten. Unfortunately, a housing and golf
course developer outbid them. Enter, stage left,
the newly formed Land Trust of Napa County. It
struck down the plans for fear of the land becoming
a commuter village. The developer offered the
property to the Coppolas, and they at last snapped
up the house and the “back property” of the original
Niebaum estate in 1975.

The Coppolas instinctively knew their mission:
to return the Inglenook estate into the world-class
wine producer it was under the reigns of founder
Gustave Niebaum then John Daniel, Sr. Driving up
to the chateau today, you’d never guess all of the
toil, passion and expense that went into revitalizing
this historic property.

The obsession with quality had been a focal point
at Inglenook from the start. As John Daniel, Jr.
wrote to his sister in March of 1942,“A reputation
for quality is very difficult to build up, and once
lost sometimes takes generations in the wine
business to reclaim.” The Coppolas would have
to reclaim much more than just the house and the
“back property” to fully restore Inglenook.

This is because Daniel, Sr. sold the front portion
of the property and the chiteau to the cooperative

United Vintners in 1964. The cooperative ran
quality into the ground while associating the
Inglenook name with jug wine. Fortunately, the
company decided to sell the vineyards and the
chateau in 1995. Coppola acquired them. The wines
continued to be produced under the Niebaum-
Coppola label, a nod to the Bordelais tradition
of combining prior and current owners’ names.
It wasn’t until 2011 that Coppola acquired the
rights to the Inglenook name and its iconic chateau
image.

Thanks to many turns of fate and the on-going
devotion of the Coppolas, the Inglenook Estate sits
fully reunited (and even expanded) in Rutherford,
California in the heart of Napa Valley. Jancis
Robinson and Hugh Johnson wrote in The World
Atlas of Wine,

“Rutherford is the Pauillac of California.” And
indeed, the wine quality has been raised to be
fitting of such a distinguished comparison, thanks
especially to the presence of Philippe Bascaules —
winemaker of Chateau Margaux for 21 years — for
the last six years.

Coppola chose the name “Rubicon”, as the name of
his first commercialized wine. It is a reference to
Caesar’s famous crossing of the Rubicon, a point
of no return. This is an incredibly apt name for
Coppola’s Inglenook project. So is another Caesar
attribution, “Veni, vidi, vici.”
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Christy Canterbury is a Master of Wine, journalist (short-listed for a 2014 Roederer Writers’ Award),
speaker and judge based in NYC. She now also buys for Zachys in New York, Washington, DC and Hong
Kong. Previously, Christy directed corporate restaurant beverage programs for Smith & Wollensky and

Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
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