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Introduction

The history of wine is as rich and diverse as the drink itself. While it dates back
to the Neolithic period (ca. 5400-5000 B.C.) in Iran, some of the most popular
contemporary producers are France, Italy, and the United States." Although the United
States is much larger in area than the other two countries, nearly 90% of its wine comes
from California. This dominance by the West Coast in American viticulture can be
significantly attributed to the fruitful soil where the grapes grow. However, California’s
reputation as one of the world’s elite producers would not have been possible without the
efforts of a handful of early California pioneers. While there were multiple European
immigrants who brought their skills as master vintners to the United States, one in
particular played a very important role in giving credibility to American wine on the
global stage. Paul Masson, an immigrant from France who settled in the Santa Clara
Valley, did not introduce wine to California. Instead, he introduced wine from California
to the world.

Masson was born in 1859 and raised in France’s Burgundy region. He was the
offspring of several generations of vintners, who had been tending to the same French
soil for hundreds of years. As a child, Masson was surrounded by vineyards, wine
cellars, and experienced industry veterans. He was exposed to some of the world’s
greatest winemakers and their techniques at a very young age. His access to these people
provided him with invaluable skills, which benefited him greatly when he arrived in the

United States.

1 Patrick McGovern, The Origins and Ancient History of Wine, (London: Gordon and
Breach Publishers, 2000), ix.



Masson, like many other Europeans in the 1860’s and 1870’s, came to California
in an attempt to take advantage of the state’s rich soil. Because Phylloxera, an aphis
deadly to grapevines, had broken out in France, many French vintners abandoned their
crops in search of new land. In addition to a large number of European immigrants,
many California ranchers also turned to viticulture after a devastating drought in 1862

2 This wave of new vintners

that “virtually brought an end to the appeal of cattle raising,
in California supplied locals with more than their fair share of wine. In order to succeed
in the over crowded market, one had to possess superior skill and business savvy.
Masson was certainly a talented winemaker, but his affinity towards showmanship and
marketing eventually elevated him above his competitors.
Historiography

Masson was very influential regionally as well as nationally and around the rest of
the world. Locally, he was a well-known figure in society. He was a prominent
winemaker, businessman, and public figure. Nationally, he was respected for both his
expertise at his craft as well as his ability to bring attention to the American wine market.
He was recognized as one of the first Americans who could compete with the best
vintners in the world. Masson’s name could be found in newspapers and books from San
Jose to Burgundy. Accordingly, it is important to be familiar with the best works about
Masson locally, nationally, and internationally. While Masson’s town newspaper
published reports about events as minor as when he purchased a small piece of land, more

widely read national publications focused only on more significant events in his life and

business.

2 Robert Balzer, This Uncommon Heritage, (Los Angeles: Ward Ritchie, 1970), 9.



Locally, Masson was frequently mentioned in newspapers. The San Jose Evening
News was the source of an abundant amount of information about his life. Everything
from his advertisements to the famous guests who visited his winery was published in its
pages. More personal accounts of Masson were written by fellow Santa Clara Valley
residents Eleanor Ray and R.V. Garrod. The title of Ray’s book, Vineyards in the Sky
(1993), refers to a property developed in the Saratoga hills known as the Mountain
Winery. The property was later bought by Ray’s husband, Martin, who was an aspiring
winemaker. Much younger than Masson when he purchased the Mountain Winery,
Martin constantly asked Masson for advice on a wide variety of issues and “watched the

winemaker’s every move.””

Often, this advice concerned not just how to make great
wines, but also how to market them. Because Eleanor was so close to these discussions,
she is a very valuable primary source.

Like Eleanor Ray, R.V. Garrod also had personal experiences with Masson, so his
Saratoga Story (1962), suggests what Masson was like as a person. Garrod and his
family were also involved in the wine industry and lived within a couple miles of
Masson’s Saratoga winery. Garrod’s first hand anecdotes accurately display Masson’s
personality and the environment where he lived.

The husband and wife team of Lloyd and Alice Reeve collaborated to write Giff of
the Grape (1959), which focuses on Masson but also deals with many other issues related

to viticulture in the Santa Clara Valley. For example, there are chapters dedicated to

Masson’s predecessors in the regional wine market as well as those who followed him.

3 Eleanor Ray, Vineyards in the Sky, (Stockton: Heritage West Books, 1993), 17.



The book specifically puts Masson within the context of the local wine market and the
impact he had on it.

The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times are important sources of
Masson’s impact on the national and international stage. They featured advertisements
that were seen by millions of people and demonstrate that he had a unique ability to reach
the masses that other winemakers did not. Other works that put Masson in a greater
international context include This Uncommon Heritage (1970) and California’s Best
Wines (1948), both written by Robert Balzer. These books are significant because Balzer
is considered by many to be the premier authority of the American wine industry in the
twentieth century. Because he witnessed the end of Masson’s career, his writings are a
valuable first hand account of how the great vintner was perceived at the time. This
Uncommon Heritage is the most complete biography of Paul Masson. The fact that one
of the most respected wine historians wrote such a thorough account of Masson proves
that he is one of the most significant people to impact the industry in recent history and
merits further study.

Few works have asked why Paul Masson became successful while others did not,
yet his networking skills and marketing tactics were crucial to his success. It is evident
from critical reviews that Masson’s wines and champagnes were of high quality, but he
would probably have done very well selling a lower grade product too. In fact, he
focused on making upper end wines based on his understanding of contemporary market
trends. It is clear that Paul Masson’s background in viticulture gave him an edge among
California winemakers, but it was his keen eye for good business opportunities that put

him among the state’s elite vintners.



Coming To America

Paul Masson left his native France for the United States at the young age of
nineteen. He enrolled at the College of the Pacific, then located in San Jose, and wasted
little time making valuable connections. Perhaps the most important person in his life
was his first employer, Charles Lefranc. The elder Frenchman was impressed by the
young student and hired him to work at his well-known winery as its bookkeeper.® Being
responsible for the company’s finances certainly helped Masson learn that there were
other important aspects to being a successful vintner than just making enjoyable wine.
Marketing, networking, and general business knowledge can transform a good product
into a great one. He mastered these skills, and they became valuable assets to him later in
his career.

Masson’s association with Lefranc was the first of many smart business
relationships he formed. Not only did he get a job out of his employer but he was
unofficially accepted into a small community of elite French vintners living in the Santa
Clara Valley. When Lefranc had come to the United States, he too had sought out the
guidance of a more experience winemaker named Etienne Thee. Thee, who came from
France’s Bordeaux region, “planted vines along the Guadalupe Creek, five miles east of
present-day Los Gatos.” Charles Lefranc and his boss formed a close partnership, which
was solidified when he married Thee’s daughter. Because Thee had no sons, Lefranc

took over the estate when he died.

4 Robert Balzer, California’s Best Wines, (Los Angeles, Ward Ritchie, 1948), 130.
5 Leon Adams, The Wines of America, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978), 362.











































































