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Far Niente Winery, a prominent landmark in the central Napa Valley visible from

the main north-south thoroughfare Highway 29, is a three level winery of native fieldstone
situated on a knoll in the western foothills of the Napa Valley just south of the Oakville
Grade. The knoll, surrounded by vineyards, appears much as it did in the 1880s. The
Winery, set into the terraced hillside, is surrounded by native California oaks and

laurel. Cork Oak trees, planted in the 1880s on the knoll, were introduced by John
Benson, winery owner and horticulturalist, from seeds collected on his European travels.

Local builders, J. Delucchi in stone and Mixon & Son in carpentry, constructed the
gravity flow winery to the specifications of Hamden W, MclIntyre, engineer and architect.
A central three story core is flanked by two 2-story wings giving a total length of 100 ' by
50' in width: a plan followed in subsequent wineries designed by MclIntyre. Native field-
stone is used, possibly quarried in the hills above the winery site. A gable roof of
corrugated iron rests on a subroof of wood. The third level of the central core, appearing
as a dormer, also carries a gable roof. Symmetrically placed windows are rectangular
with cut stone sills and lintels, Segmental arched doorways and building corners have
cut stone quoins, Doorways are placed on each level of the central core. Over the years
interior window frames and doors have been removed. Original timber structural supports
remain as does the flooring which has the traditional troughs for water and wine run-off.
Narrow redwood panelling of the third level ceiling is rare and is in

deteriorating condition.

bl

The stone walls remain in excellent condition and structural testing is underway to
determine the extent of «rep'air or reinforcement necessary. Interior panelling which has
deteriorated due to water damage will have to be replaced. In 1953 a frame cupola at
the center of the roof ridgeline was seriously damaged during a storm and removed.
Restoration plans include replacement of the cupola based on excellent photographs of
it.

Far Niente Winery remains today essentially unaltered in its basic design details other
than by deterioration. Its setting reflects the original environment of the 1880s with the
terraces, hillside, and winery roads intact.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Far Niente Winery, designed for John Benson in 1885, is believed to be the earliest of the
stone three-level gravity flow wineries designed by Hamden W . Mclntyre, acknowledged as
the finest winery architect of 19th century California in accounts of the period 1). It stands as
a prototype for more than a dozen later winery designs which Mclintyre would execute through-
out California. Far Niente Winery remains one of the largest and least altered of the Mclntyre
designed wineries in Napa County which include: Ewer Winery (1885), Eschol Winery (1886),
Hedgeside Winery (1886), Inglenook Winery (1887). McIntyre was also consulted in the design
of the Bourn & Wise Greystone Cellars (1889), now pending National Register recognition. His
winery designs would be used for wineries in Santa Rosa, Pleasanton, Livermore, Santa Clara
county and Southern California.

Until the mid-1880s, winery construction was undertaken in the vernacular style of local
craftsmen-builders with the majority of winery construction in wood. Only a few wineries
were built of native stone or employed tunnels to take advantage of the natural insulation of
stone. However, in the 1880s, California, and Napa County in particular, experienced 3 yviti-
cultural boom and the concern about wine spoilage due to poorly designed winery facilities
grew in proportion to the boom. Hamden Mclntyre, trained as a mechanical and civil engineel
in Vermont, became Superintendent of Gustave Niebaum's Inglenook vineyard estate in Napa
County (Rutherford) in 1881. He would design his first winery c¢.1884 for Senator Leland
Stanford in Tehama County ( the Vina Winery, of brick and wood, destroyed by fire in the
1890s) and his first stone winery, Far Niente Winery, for John Benson, in 1885. Mclntyre's
innovations cent\ezr)ing upon better building insulation and gravity flow were acclaimed and
quickly adopted.

John Benson, a wealthy San Francisco financier involved in real estate and mining, purchase:
the winery site in 1871, establishing his first vineyards there. A horticulturalist, Benson, on
his travels to Europe, picked up the carob bean and cork oak seed and planted them on his
ranch; the cork oaks are still seen adjacent to the Winery. There are only a few in the
County. By 1882, John Benson's vineyards were among the major vineyards of the County.

It is logical he would turn to Hamden MclIntyre for the design of his wine cellar in 1885,

(See Continuation sheet No.]-3
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Local contractors, J. Delucchi in stone, and Mixon & Son in carpentry, took over constructio
of the Benson Wine Cellar, Far Niente, from the original San Francisco contractors in the
early stages of construction. Far Niente attests to the skill and craftsmanship in stone of the
"local builders. Built into the hillside, the winery takes advantage of the natural insulation

of the hill, The gravity flow winery, evident in Napa County since the early 1870s, was re-
fined by MclIntyre in the Far Niente Winery to include a three story central core with flanking
two story wings. Roads in the terraced hillside which are still visible ,allowed wagons to
carry the grapes to the top level for crushing. Gravity flow moved the liquid to the second
level for fermenting and to the first level for aging and storage. The corrugated iron roof has
a subroof of tongue and groove redwood to prevent heating of the winery by the metal roof and
to curtail condensation, an innovation of MclIntyre's.

After John Benson's death in 1910, Far Niente remained within the family in the hands of his
heirs until 1917 when it was sold to David Perry Doak. In the 1920s the Winery ceased opera-
tion due to Prohibition. In a pattern known throughout Napa County at the time, the vineyards
were pulled out for prunes. The land in front of the winery was used for grazing and then,in
1927, a small airport was built with three runways. It closed in the early 1930s. In 1944, the
winery and surrounding land was acquired by Martin Stelling and the vineyards were replanted
Plans to reactivate the winery ended with Martin Stelling's sudden death in 1950 . His heir,
the present owner, currently plans to restore Far Niente Winery as a working winery once
again.

Historical documentation researched by : William F. Heintz, Consultant in Wine and
Viticulture History,P.O. Box 91,Glen Ellen,
California 95442, (707)996-9501.
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FOOTNOTES:

(1) St. Helena Star, 5-14-1886:

"H.W. Mclntyre has demands from all over the State
for his ideas and plans for wine cellars. He is considered
to be the best authority on the construction of wine cellars.”

Memorial and Biographical History of Northern California (1891),p.744:

"... and many of the leading wineries of the State have also been
constructed from his designs in whole or in part, or from his plans

and drawings in full. Among them may be mentioned the Inglenook Winery
at Rutherford, Bourne & Wise's at St, Helena, M.M. Estee's at Napa,
Mrs, Collins' at Mountain View, John Burson's [sic] at Oakville, Goodman
& Co's. at Oak Knoll, rear Napa City, C.P. Adamson's and Ewer &
Atkinson's at Rutherford, Leland Stanford's at Menlo Park and the late

John A, Paxton's at Santa Rosa."

(2) St. Helena Star, 2-12-1886:

" John Benson of Oakville, will also erect a stone cellar at his 'Far Niente'
ranch. Mr. H.W . Mclntyre is the architect and the plan contains many
valuable improviements for the handling of the vintage, original to Mr.
Mcintyre. "



FAR NIENTE WINERY
1577 Oakville Grade
Oakville, CA
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