
In Memoriam
Dr. Harold P. Olmo

Napa Valley Wine Library Association
remembers Dr. Harold P. Olmo, who died
in Davis, California on June 30, 2006,
just one month shy of his 97th birthday.
Dr. Olmo is credited with extraordinary
innovations in the growing of wine, table
and raisin grapes in California and
throughout the world. He created 30 new
varieties himself, and was responsible for
either the discovery here or abroad of
numerous other varieties central to com-
mercial grape growing.

Dr. Olmo was born in San Francisco in
1909. He received a Bachelor of Science
degree in horticulture from the University
of California, Berkeley in 1931 and a
doctorate in genetics in 1934. Dr. Olmo’s
forty-year career at UC Davis began in
1938 in the Department of Viticulture

and Enology, from which he retired in
1977.

Dr. Olmo traveled the world searching for
and acquiring various grape species for use
in grape-breeding programs. He made his
first varietal crosses in 1931 and, during
the 1930’s and 1940’s, set up a clonal sta-
tion for study at Larkmead Vineyards, St.
Helena. The Cabernet clones there became
foundation stock for this variety at the
UC Davis clonal station in Oakville. Dr.
Olmo is credited with 30 varieties of
grapes, 29 released at UC Davis, including
the widely planted seedless variety,
Redglobe, as well as Perlette, Ruby
Seedless, and Rubired, a wine grape used
in blending for color. Dr. Olmo also cre-
ated the wine grape varieties Ruby
Cabernet, Emerald Riesling, Symphony,
Flora and Carmine. The royalties from his
varieties help fund the Department of
Viticulture and Enology. Dr. Olmo’s clon-
al research is responsible for several key
clones planted in Napa Valley. Among
these is the Pinot Noir Pommard clone he
brought back from France in 1951; and,
from the 1970’s, the Cabernet Sauvignon
clones Concannon 07 and Concannon 08
from Concannon Vineyards; and the
Chardonnay clone, FPMS Seclection 04
from Wente Vineyards. In fact, Dr. Olmo
is credited with the current popularity of
Chardonnay, thanks to his successful
search for vines with superior Chardonnay
characteristics. From just 300 acres plant-

ed to this variety in California when Dr.
Olmo began his research, Chardonnay has
become the most planted white wine vari-
etal in the state. 

In pursuit of new cultivars, Dr. Olmo
contributed knowledge to every aspect of
grape growing, including new trellising
and harvesting methods, and the establish-
ment of the grapevine certification pro-
gram, Foundation Plant Material Service
(FPMS), to insure clean, select budwood
and rootstock. Seeds of grapes Dr. Olmo
grew from samples collected in Mexico in
1988 are being used in on-going research
at UC Davis by Dr. Andy Walker, in an
effort to find grape varieties resistant to
Pierces’ Disease and the so-called “dag-
ger” nematode (Xiphinema index). Dr.
Olmo was also the authority on grape
variety identification.

He received numerous professional
awards throughout his academic life and
in retirement. Vintners statewide praise
Dr. Olmo for his open, down-to-earth
style, his accessibility whether you had
been a student of his or not, and his keen
interest in the success of the California
wine industry. He is viewed in the research
and development of wine, raisin and table
grapes as a giant. A forthcoming wine
grape clone is to be named in honor of
Dr. Olmo by UC Davis.
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Book Reports
Book reports by Bob Foster,
Edited and reprinted with the kind
Permission of “California Grapevine”

Sonoma County Wineries: Part of the
Postcard History Series
Gail Unzelman and the Wine Library
Association of Sonoma County
Arcadia Publishing, Charleston, 
South Carolina; 2006

If you love wine books and are visiting
Sonoma County, you must visit the Wine
Library at the Sonoma County Public
Library in Healdsburg, just a few blocks
north of the town square. The library
houses one of the finest collections of
wine books and ephemera in this country.
The book began as a display in the wine
library wing of the Public Library where
Gail Unzelman had assembled an exhibit
of post cards depicting wineries of the
region. Unzelman lives in Sonoma
County, maintains an important private
collection of wine books and other mate-
rials of her own, and is a founder of The
Wayward Tendrils, a club for wine book
collectors. Her display for the Wine
Library was so well received, it provided
the impetus for a full book telling the
story of the wineries of Sonoma County.
And I love old postcards; they capture a
moment of time that reveals so much

about an era and all its complexities. 

The cover photo depicts a load of grapes
arriving at Scatena Brothers Winery,
Healdsburg in the 1900's. A horse drawn
wagon is stacked high with wooden boxes,
men are all wearing hats and the ground is
dirt. It is easy to imagine the huge
amounts of manual labor that lay ahead
to turn those grapes into wine. More than
100 post cards from the past two cen-
turies fill the book, and they are fascinat-
ing. Each is accompanied by at least one
descriptive paragraph tying a particular
scene to the larger pattern of winemaking
in the region. For example, the steamer
ZINFANDEL, that used to haul wine
from Sonoma and Napa to San Francisco,
also made many humanitarian trips in the
days following the Great Fire of 1906. 

The book includes sections on the four
major wine growing regions in Sonoma
County, the huge California Wine
Association, the materials promoting the
region, and the Italian Swiss Colony win-
ery. Remember “that little old winemak-
er–me?” This book is a delight. Its capti-
vating material is very well presented. It is
a topnotch effort that belongs in your
wine library

Very Highly Recommended

The book is available from the publisher
or Nomis Press/Wine Library Associates

of Sonoma County, P.O. Box 9023, Santa
Rosa, CA 95405 for $24.60. Sales benefit
the Wine Library of Sonoma County. To
request a sample issue of the newsletter
The Wayward Tendrils, collectors should
use this same address.

Wine: The 8,000-Year-Old Story
of the Wine Trade 
Thomas Pellechia 
Thunder’s Mouth Press, New York, 2006 
272 pages

From the title one might think this is the
story of how only wine was sold over the
last 8,000 years. But it is far more than
that, because wine has played a central
role in the development of numerous
industries including glass blowing, cooper-
age, cork production and advertising. The
author covers not only how wine has
impacted society but also how events in
science, industry and politics have affected
wine making and wine selling.

By trying to cover 8,000 years of history
in a scant 272 pages, Pellachia has to
write in broad terms but he does a fine
job of giving the reader a general overview
of the developments leading up to mod-
ern times. However, as wine production
and wine sales have become global, more
and more topics must be covered, and by
the end the book, Pellachia jumps rapidly
from region to region. 
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