
In Memoriam
Reginald Back Oliver

March 30, 1939 – June 24, 2005

Reg Oliver, long-time board member and
past president of the Napa Valley Wine
Library Association died at home in St.
Helena of melanoma. He was 66. A
financial advisor, Reg was also the owner
and winemaker for El Molino Winery in
St. Helena. Those Wine Library members
who took a Fall Field Seminar in the late
1990’s may remember their visit to El
Molino where Reg explained his Pinot
Noir winemaking practices in detail while
punching down Pinot must in his bathing
trunks, his son Jack checked tank tempera-
tures and his daughter Lily moved wine
cases with a forklift. Lily is now general
manager at El Molino and her husband,
Jon Berlin, is its winemaker.

Reg was born in Berkeley. After taking a
Master’s Degree from Stern School of
Business at NYU, Reg went to work in
the mailroom of Pershing & Company in
New York. When he retired from Pershing
in 1992, Reg had been one of its partners
for many years. In 1981, he and his family
moved from New York City to St. Helena
following the death of his aunt, Nancy
Haven. Reg had loved St. Helena ever
since he spent the Christmas of 1939 at

the Havens. After he and his family moved
to the Valley, Reg continued to pursue 
his many interests as he became a 
well-respected vintner. He rode horseback
throughout the Valley, was a fierce 
competitor in tennis and involved in many
local efforts for preservation. He was on
the Tree Committee for St. Helena, a
member and past president of Napa
Valley Landmarks. He also successfully
restored El Molino Winery, originally
founded in 1871. More recently Reg had
become a partner in two New Zealand
wineries, Te Awa on South Island and Dry
River on North Island. 

Reg gave unstintingly of his time and
energy to our Napa Valley Wine Library
Association that his aunt, Nancy Haven,
helped found. He managed and oversaw
its investments, shepherded many signal
additions to the collections, was constant-
ly fund-raising on its behalf, helped deter-

short chapter there is a Cheat Sheet giv i n g
a concise summary of the chapter, a label
decoder for areas that may be mentioned
on the label, a short pronunciation
guide, and suggestions for matching the
discussed wines with food. The book is
written in an upbeat breezy manner that
conveys much information without
being too technical or intimidating. It’s
very well done.

The only odd note is from the 
interspersed comments of 83 wine
enthusiasts listing the wines they like
to drink. Wine importer Terry Theise
telling us he likes to drink “Burgundy,”
or the preferences of Ludacris (an
Atlanta rap star) I thought made for a
distracting sideshow. However, this 
work vaults to the head of the line for
wine books for beginners. It is one of
the finest introductory wine books 
now available. 
Highly Recommended.

A History of Wine in America From
Prohibition to the Present
Thomas Pinney
University of California Press, Berkeley; 2005 

With this work Penney completes his 
survey of wine in America. His first book,
published in 1989, did a masterful job of
covering events from the earliest days in
America to Prohibition. This work con-
tinues the story through to the present
day. While the book is excellent, it covers
an ever-expanding story in so many loca-
tions that it is less unified and more
episodic than its predecessor.

Penney’s chapters on the advent of
Prohibition, life during that era and its
immediate aftermath are, by far, the best I
have ever read. He carefully documents
how some wineries survived and many
failed. He shows the impact on the 
vineyards from planting thicker-skinned
grapes that could withstand a railroad
journey to the east for sales to home 
ing). He shows how this changed the vine-
yards for decades. He also demonstrates
how a growing interest in fine wines was
obliterated for an entire generation and
more. Penney carefully chronicles the 
re-growth of wine areas in many regions
of the United States and discusses local
and national influences in each region.

Although, as noted in the prior review,
I am not a fan of Robert Parker, I was

startled to see no mention of him. In 
discussing the modern wine world, includ-
ing its mindless collecting of trophy wines
by score-blinded wine buffs, Penney
makes no mention of Parker. Now,
whether you think Parker’s influence has
been positive or negative, there is little
debate he has had major impact on the
wines of America. This is a most puzzling
omission. Regardless, this is an excellent
reference work and a fitting successor to
the first volume. 
Highly Recommended.

Oldman’s Guide to Outsmarting Wine,
108 Ingenious Shortcuts to Navigate 
the World of Wine with Confidence and Style

Mark Oldman 
Penguin Books, New York; 2005

When the review copy of this book
arrived from the publisher, I groaned. I
thought, “Not another introductory
wine book.”There have been so many in
recent years, and most cover the same old
territory in the same old way--old material
in a new wrapper. But this book was a
wonderful surprise. The author has 108
short chapters on numerous topics 
ranging from “Instead of M e rlot, try
A rgentine Malbec” or “White Zinfandel:
The Bee Gees of Wine.” Within each

could judge a wine blind as well as
unblind, claiming he could filter out any
biasing factors. I’ve been a professional
wine judge for over 20 years and have yet
to meet anyone else who makes such a
bold claim. It would have been interesting
had McCoy explored this topic.

Similarly, Parker has a high tolerance for
odd or off odors like brettanomyces. I
once asked him to name a single
California wine he had had that he reject-
ed because it had too much brett'. He
finally admitted he could not name one.
His tolerance for these smells would have
made for an interesting discussion.

In any event, reading how Parker became
such an influential critic and seeing so
much of his personality is fascinating.
McCoy describes the entire field of wine
criticism, including the emergence of the
Wine Spectator and the disappearance of
Robert Finningan’s newsletter, as she tells
Parker’s story. She properly gives Parker
credit for causing an upsurge of interest in
numerous wines from numerous areas, all
previously unheralded. The work is highly
readable and a must for all wine lovers. 
Highly recommended.
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minedly with the Annual Tasting, served
three terms as president of the organiza-
tion, coordinated the making of wine
from “Barney’s Backyard” by Turley Wine
Cellars, consulted on the Report and
helped plan the seminars, organizing the
Fall Field Seminar in the St. Helena
appellation shortly before he died. Reg’s
guideposts for the organization of history,
clarity, integrity and loyalty remain.

In Memoriam
Leslie William Niemi

October 8, 1917 – August 8, 2005

Les Niemi, architect for the St. Helena
Public Library, Napa Valley Wine Library
and Silverado Museum complex in St.
Helena, has died in Napa after a brief
illness. He was 87. Les had been a practic-
ing architect in Napa Valley for many
years, first with the late John Nichols and
then in his own firm, L. W. Niemi &
Associates, St. Helena. Les first collabo-
rated with Nichols on a number of Napa
Valley residences. He then provided 
architectural guidance for many wineries,
including Burgess Cellars, Caymus
Vineyards, Freemark Abbey, Long
Vineyards and Robert Mondavi Winery
as well as designing many well-loved 
private residences throughout the Valley.

Les’s parents were born in Finland; their
families were drawn to America by the
flourishing mining industry of its Great
Lakes region. Les was born in Neguanee,
Michigan and grew up in Hibbing,
Minnesota. It was while Les was an under-
graduate at University of Minnesota that
he became interested in architecture. After
serving in WW II, he took a graduate
degree in architecture at UC Berkeley. Les
first practiced with Skidmore, Owings &
Merrill in their San Francisco office.

In 1944, Les had married his Hibbing
sweetheart, Helen Gleason. In 1960 they
left San Francisco for St. Helena, where
they raised two daughters, Sarah Forni-
Cartlidge of St. Helena and Jan Niemi of

St. Helena and Florence, Italy. Helen and
Les were active in many organizations in
the Valley. Helen was a founder and 
secretary of the Napa Valley Wine Library
Association and persuaded Les to make
renovations to the Carnegie Building in 
St. Helena in order to house the first 
collections of the Wine Library at the 
St. Helena Public Library. Helen also
headed up hospitality at Freemark Abbey.
She died in 1988. 

In 1992, Les married Karol “K” Van der
Veur. Les and K were both active
supporters of the Napa Valley Symphony.
Les also gave generously of his time and
expertise to numerous other projects. He
was a docent at Napa Valley Museum and
past president of Napa City-County
Public Library Foundation as well as a
long-time member of the Wine Library.

Les was as proud of his Finnish heritage
as he was of being from Minnesota and
he particularly enjoyed mentioning fellow
Minnesotans in the Valley: the eponymous
Robert Mondavi of Robert Mondavi
Winery, wine tutor John Thoreen and
Larry Hlavsa, Director of the St. Helena
Public Library. Les’s spirit endures in the
many buildings of his design that provide
for the vicissitudes as well as grace in
Napa Valley.
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Membership 
We invite you to join the Napa Valley Wine
Library Association. Your membership dues
help support the collections of the Library.
You also receive issues of the Wine Library
Report, information about our courses and
seminars, and admission to our ever-popular
Annual Tasting, limited to members only.
Each  individual membership is $40 per
year; a lifetime membership is $1,000.

To join please complete this form
and mail it with your check payable to:  
Napa Valley Wine Library Association
PO Box 328
St. Helena, CA 94574
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