The Massoletti Winery

Then and Now
Then
In 1882, at 32 years of age, Giacomo Massoletti left his wife and children in Italy, and immigrated to the United States. He and Angela were married in 1871, when he was 21 and she was 18; when he left, they'd been married for eleven years. She followed him to California five years later, in 1887, with two children, Baptiste (nicknamed Bacci), and Angelina. In America, their family grew with the arrival of two more sons, Stephen, born in 1888, and Charles, born in 1895.

For most of his life, Giacomo – known as George – lived in San Francisco, and made a living as a building contractor. Both San Francisco newspapers
 listed many building contracts and real estate transactions conducted by either George, or by G. Massoletti & Son. One, in 1895, showed a contract let to G. Massoletti & Son to repair a 4-story building. In 1909, another notice referenced the sale of a lot in the area of Greenwich and Polk Streets (in what is now known as “Russian Hill”) by Giacomo Massoletti and his wife, to Edwin S. Tucker, for $10. 

While maintaining his primary residence in San Francisco, he also ventured north to Calpella, in Mendocino County, California, in the early 1900s. Between 1902 and 1904, he bought property, some of which had been planted in grapes, that was owned by Dennis Quinliven. He also purchased 125 additional acres nearby and planted Zinfandel. In 1906, he built one of the first commercial wineries in the area, and established Capella's first bonded winery. The location he'd chosen was ideal. To the east were the Northwestern Pacific Railroad train tracks which provided important access and transportation of grape juice to buyers south of the county. To the west were sloping hillsides that could be terraced for growing grapes. The terraces and some old grape stakes are still faintly visible today on the west side of Highway 101, across from the old winery. 

Shortly thereafter, Baptiste, then in his early 30s, and his younger brother Stephen, in his 20s, had moved to Calpella and were managing the winery. Their tenure may have been prosperous, but it did not always go smoothly. In October, 1909, with a headline that read “Drink Crazed Italian Stabs Five Victims,” the San Francisco Call and the Ukiah Dispatch Democrat reported that Louis Jola had too much “dago red” and with a large, dull, dirk knife attacked the proprietor (presumably Baptiste) and the four men who tried to intervene. While trying to flee, Jola was shot in the leg by the younger Massoletti (presumably Stephen) “with a blunderbuss,” but managed to escape. He was found later that night by the sheriff and a posse about five miles from the winery, and after a hard struggle, was taken into custody. The San Francisco newspaper reported that he'd made several gashes in his own throat in an effort to commit suicide, was badly wounded, and was not expected to live. The Ukiah paper reported that Jola was taken to the county hospital where his wounds were treated, and that his trial would take place as soon as he was able to attend.  

And then came the 1920s and Prohibition. It's not known how the Massoletti brothers and their winery fared during that time, but somehow they managed. In 1930, before the Repeal in 1933, the boys lost their father. Giacomo Massoletti died and was buried in San Francisco. Although he had not lived in the Ukiah Valley for many years, he was “rated as one of the wealthiest members of the Italian colony,” according to the Ukiah Republican Press (Jan. 1, 1930). His estate was to have been liquidated and distributed in 1932, but his heirs obtained a court order that postponed the sale of securities left as part of his $500,000 estate, until after the election, which they hoped would bring better times and prices.
 
Perhaps using some of the proceeds from their father's estate, his sons began a major renovation of the winery in July, 1937. The new winery, built on the north side of the old one, was designed to be three stories high, and maintain the original architecture. It was constructed out of concrete and steel to house the latest equipment for handling wine grapes, and have a 1,000,000-gallon capacity. It was expected that the winery would be completed in time for the fall harvest, which was forecast to be a bountiful crop, with 50,000 more tons of wine grapes and 32,000 more tons of table grapes than were produced the previous year.

Just about a year later, in July, 1938, Stephen Massoletti was awakened by his dog barking. As he looked toward the new winery, he saw headlights, but could not make out the make or license number of the vehicle. After making his way to the winery, he discovered that someone had placed a pile of dry lumber and shavings near an exterior wall, and started a fire. By the time he arrived, several walls were already scorched. That same night, fires were reported at the Los Morby hop kiln and the Cunningham & Thomas dry yard. It looked as if “an incendiary was operating hereabouts” reported the Ukiah Republican Press.

The winery was productive well into the 1950s, but as the brothers aged and died, first Baptiste, then Stephen, in 1973, the winery fell into disrepair. Five years after Stephen's death, the winery, which had been sold and renamed the Ukiah Hillcrest Winery, was to be transformed into a theater and cultural arts center.
 It was to include a theater, cinema, galleries, and a restaurant. Some of the old building was to be refashioned for practice- and rehearsal rooms. The visionary project was spearheaded by the Northern Valley Cultural Association, a group that formed to coordinate various arts groups in the Ukiah area. They'd hoped to offer plays, music, films, and art shows by local artists, year round. The renovation was designed by Dahinda Meda (formerly known as Albert Lerch), an architect who lived on the McNab Ranch between Hopland and Ukiah. The group had an option to buy the 18,000 square-foot building, and sought grant money to support their vision, including funds from the National Endowment for the Arts and Humanities. They'd also planned to have the winery included in the National Register of Historic Places. They were not successful.
In 1985, the property was owned by Elizabeth Broman, of Walnut Creek, who'd purchased it just after Steven died. Working at her behest, Bruce Roberts, a developer, proposed to build moderate-income single-family homes, condominiums, and 21,000 square feet of commercial space. The plan met with disapproval by both the planning department and the board of supervisors whose concerns included inadequate water and sewer capacity. It didn't go forward.

Now
With no one taking care of the place, the winery and surrounding grounds became a campground of sorts for transients and people who were homeless. The concrete walls that once housed oak barrels were now disfigured with graffiti. Tents had been set up, and trailers and RV's had been moved onto the property illegally. Then Mario Assadi and his wife Sarah Marth bought the place in 2008. They weren't deceived by the outward looks of the building; instead, they found that it had an amazing “bone structure,” and was actually in fairly good shape. Most of the trusses were in perfect condition, with the exception of the roof and some joists on the main floor. Almost immediately though, the property lost over half its value, due to the downturn in the economy. Soon after that, in October, 2009, they were given notice by the sheriff that their property was deemed a nuisance and public eyesore. 

Mario approached each of his “tenants” individually and made each of them an offer: He asked them to move away peacefully, within six months, and he would not press charges. It worked! Gradually, the people moved on, but the detritus of how they had lived remained. Before any improvements to the building itself could be made, the grounds had to be cleaned up and fenced. It took months. But meanwhile, his vision was coming into focus. 

Many of their friends, an architect, a structural engineer, and even a realtor, urged them to demolish the building. They were told by one local demolition company that the demolition wouldn't cost them anything because the old redwood could be easily resold. But they just couldn't do it. The beautiful setting captivated them, the potential challenged them. They knew that the winery had been a landmark in Calpella, and they were enchanted by its history and uniqueness. Mario said, “It was like the building was talking to me and begging me to save it. I could not demolish it, it was just so wrong.” Instead, he hired a structural engineer, Kevin Donahue, from the Bay Area; Ron Verdier, an architect from Boonville; and Joe Lekwart, a local contractor. Mario credits them for helping him reach his goal of preserving the building. 
Together, they would begin the years-long process of restoring the winery. They are using as many of the original materials as could be salvaged, and have added a new wing where Mario and his family could live, first on weekends (their home and business are in Point Richmond) then more regularly, and recreating a community center. Mario feels strongly that by the preserving the building he is honoring those in the community who came before him. He sees himself as protecting its legacy, saving its heritage, and protecting it for the next one hundred years. He would be proud to say that he's done that.
Note:  The editors and author are grateful for Ed Bold's consultations, and for his generous contributions of photographs both of which significantly enhance this article.
�	The historical records are discrepant regarding the number of children that Giacomo and Angela had. In the 1900 census Angela was registered as the mother of ten children, five of whom were living. However, just four children were listed consistently by name in subsequent records. 
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�	     Ukiah Dispatch Democrat, Nov. 18, 1932.
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�	Santa Rosa Press Democrat, February 7, 1978.


�	Ukiah Daily Journal, Feb. 16, 1978; Ukiah Daily Journal, July 17, 1985.





