modern winemaking and now, with his Aquila
Sangiovese, he had done it again.
The story wasn’t there in the Chronicle’s wine
section that morning; instead, a front-page headline caught his attention, announcing that a huge
fire had destroyed $100 million worth of wine in
a warehouse on Mare Island, California. Thackrey
had nearly all his wine, some 4,000 cases, stored
in a warehouse on Mare Island called Wines
Central and his first thought was reflex denial:
‘Hmm, I didn’t know there was another wine storage warehouse on Mare Island.’ He clicked open
the story. The warehouse was indeed Wines Central
and it had been burning since 3.30 the previous
afternoon. Despite the efforts of 120 firefighters, 21
fire engines and 12 aircraft, the fire was still sending
up a 700ft plume of smoke into the sky.
‘My reaction then was a fairly basic “Oh shit”,’
Thackrey says. ‘Outside of that warehouse I had
barely enough wine left to drink myself into the
grave. On the other hand I knew that building and
I thought some of my wine might survive a fire
there. It was a vast, vast military fortress built of
reinforced concrete and steel and only one part of
it was wood, so I knew it wasn’t going to burn to
the ground. There was also no question in my
mind that it was arson.’
The first call he made was to his insurance
broker. He left a message saying they would have
to file a claim, possibly a very large claim. His broker called him back to say his policy had been
cancelled in April. Thackrey told her this was
‘unbelievable’ because he had held the same policy
for 15 years and had never received a notice of
cancellation. The broker, Vicki Martinelli, said she
had received the proof-of-mailing cancelling the
policy and Thackrey should have received one too.
‘This was both baffling and disquieting,’
Thackrey says. ‘I had very little wine that I could

n the bright sunny morning of October 13,
Sean Thackrey woke up early in his cabin
in Bolinas, California, made himself a cup
of tea and sat down at the computer, expecting
to find a story about himself in the wine section
of the San Francisco Chronicle. The newspaper’s
wine correspondent had been interviewing him
and spilling over with praise about the Sangiovese
he had released, calling it a breakthrough wine
for California. The conventional wisdom in the
wine world held that Sangiovese, the grape from
which Italians make Chianti, shouldn’t be produced in California – which was exactly why Sean

O

Thackrey decided to make some in the first place.
In the 1980s the wine establishment had said the
same thing about making Merlot, Mourvèdre and
Syrah in California, and Thackrey, a self-taught
winemaker with no vineyard and a ramshackle
open-air winery behind his cabin, had been the
first to prove them wrong. From these French
varietals, considered obscure and unfashionable
in California when he started using them, he made
and continued to make some of the most soughtafter and highly rated wines in the world. Thackrey
was a cult figure, a contrarian and a maverick who
took great delight in upending the orthodoxies of

sell; it would be nearly a year before any of the wine
I had in the barrel could be bottled and sold, and
I was in the middle of buying a new property for
barrel storage for which I needed money. But it’s
not in my nature to panic. What I really wanted to
do was get inside the building and find out exactly
how much of my wine, if any, had survived.’
Then the telephone calls and e-mails started
pouring in. ‘The greatest tragedy imaginable for
California wine,’ was a typical sentiment. Some
people offered to give back the cases or bottles of
Thackrey’s wine they had bought, so he could sell
them again and stay in business. Many offered to

EDGE REPS

‘I expect to hear for years to
come that my wines have
a smoky note, even if they
were made after the fire’

The Merlot magician
So sublime is the wine Sean Thackrey makes in his backyard that when a suspicious
fire threatened to wipe out 4,000 cases of the stuff, his devotees were prepared to do almost
anything to keep him in business. By Richard Grant. Photographs by Todd Hido
Opposite Sean Thackrey at his cabin in California where, having worked as a book editor and art dealer,
he started making wine in 1979. Above his sought-after wines are aged under the stars
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of San Francisco, whose residents have a longstanding tradition of tearing down all roadsigns
pointing to or identifying their town, since 1964.
In its day, Bolinas was a haven for hippies but
Thackrey was never one of them. ‘The thing
I could never understand about sex and drugs and
rock’n’roll,’ he chortles, ‘was all that crap about
drugs and rock’n’roll.’ When he first moved here
he was a book editor. Then he became an art
dealer and this, he thinks, was a fine apprenticeship for a winemaker: ‘It honed my sense of aesthetics, and wine, like art, is or should be a form of
aesthetic expression.’
There is a beautiful view across the Bolinas
lagoon from the windows of the cabin, and one day
in 1979 Thackrey decided his fence was detracting
from it. He got the idea of planting grapevines
along the fence and then thought he would try
making some wine from the grapes. He never did
get those vines planted, but in Berkeley he found
a place called Wine for the People that sold goodquality grapes to the public. He bought a load
of Cabernet Sauvignon grapes grown at the Fay
Vineyard in the Napa Valley and a home winemaking kit, and found that he had an instinctive understanding and feel for the process – ‘like sitting
down at a piano for the first time and finding that
you already know how to play it. A marvellous,
magical, tremendously exciting thing to discover.’
Two years later he made 100 cases of Merlot.
‘At that time it was considered a very weird, foreign, low-class blending-grape in California,’ he
says. ‘It was all Cabernet Sauvignon. I did a
Meritage blend by the book – three quarters
Merlot and a quarter Cabernet – and it turned out
well. Robert Parker [the world’s most influential
wine critic] said it was the best Merlot ever made
in California and Alice Waters put it on the list at
Chez Panisse. I was still an art dealer but I was on
the map as a winemaker.’
As an art dealer Thackrey had begun with
no capital and single-handedly opened up a new
market for 19th-century photography. Now he
established himself as a new kind of winemaker.
He had no training but relied instead on his
palate, instinct, constant experimentation and tips
drawn from his growing collection of winemaking
texts. He sought out small, independently owned
vineyards planted with old or unusual vines
within a few hours’ drive of Bolinas, assembled
a picking crew from among his friends and the
drinkers at the local tavern, hired a truck, bought
Left Thackrey has to cover his barrels with tarpaulins
to stop beetles boring holes in the wood

The modern winery is a place
of climate-controlled rooms;
Thackrey’s yard looks better
suited to making moonshine
buy futures in next year’s releases. Thackrey’s agent
suggested doubling the price of the wine they had
left and forgoing his commission on those sales. The
owner of a small food and wine shop in Arizona
offered to give Thackrey his retirement fund.
‘People were practically offering to sacrifice
their first-born if it would keep me making wine,’
Thackrey says. ‘It really was an extraordinary
reaction and extremely touching. It seems that
people have a very personal relationship with my
wine that has nothing to do with prestige or status
or ratings in wine magazines, and by extension
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that relationship includes me as the winemaker.
A lot of people were genuinely grief-stricken by
the loss, and I think it was harder on them than
it was for me. One of the benefits of Irish ancestry
is that it genetically predisposes one to take for
granted the omnipresence of disaster.’
Sean Thackrey looks a little like Peter O’Toole,

with an uncombed mop of grey hair, a ruddy complexion somewhat damaged by the decades of sun
and wine – he is 63 – and an infectious, highpitched, chortling laugh that often ends in a snort.

Every day he works in the same clothes: black
high-waisted 19th-century-style cowboy jeans held
up with braces, leather boots, a black polo-neck
and a padded black-denim waistcoat. Stitched in
yellow across the back of the waistcoat are the
words ‘Je Ne Consulte Que Mon Plaisir’, which he
translates as ‘I Consult Only My Palate’. Hanging
over the back of a chair is an older waistcoat of
the same style with ‘Sean Thackrey Famous
Winemaker’ on the back.
The cabin has tall windows and a rough-hewn
elegance, and it houses a formidable library of

books in many different languages, including the
world’s largest collection of ancient, medieval
and pre-modern winemaking texts, which he has
acquired over the past 10 years. Thackrey, who
speaks six languages and reads a couple more, is
slowly and laboriously transcribing them on to his
website (winemaker.net) and translating them into
English. His intention is to write a history of the
craft of winemaking, a book he is amazed has not
been written already.
He has lived here in Bolinas, a small and determinedly non-conformist town on the coast north

the grapes, and unloaded and crushed them in
his backyard. Orion, Sirius, Pleiades, Andromeda:
he named his wines after star constellations
because they fermented under the open sky and
he liked to spend time with them at night, sipping
on their predecessors.
His wines all share a deep, rich, carnal voluptuousness, and people tend to love them devotedly
or find them too wild and intense. Robert Parker
is a staunch devotee. Since 1986 he has given all
Thackrey’s wines except Pleiades, his low-end
blended red, a score of 90 points or higher (out

of a maximum of 100) in all their vintages. In 1996
a consortium of tasters and critics at the World
Wine Championships named his ’92 Sirius Petite
Sirah as the best red wine in the world that year.
Thackrey’s most widely praised and expensive
wine is a dense, dark, unruly, ravishingly beautiful
thing called Orion, which retails in Britain for £60
a bottle if you can find it. A few days before the
fire, Thackrey took his last 54 cases of the 1997
Orion, one of its greatest vintages, along with all
his current production to the Mare Island warehouse for safekeeping. ‘Of the hundred disasters
most likely to befall my winery,’ Thackrey says, ‘a
fire at Wines Central was not on the list.’
The building was several football fields long

and a football field and a half wide – 240,000
square feet – built by the US Navy in 1942 to
house torpedoes and parts of nuclear weapons,
and converted into a wine-storage warehouse in
2000. About 90 different wineries and 40 private
collectors kept wine there, mainly because the
building was considered so secure and impregnable. The Wines Central website promised ‘the highest standard of care’ and ‘state-of-the-art’ firemonitoring systems, although no sprinkler system
was installed. The ceiling was reinforced concrete,
the concrete walls were three feet thick, the doors
were made of heavy steel, all of which prevented
firefighters from getting inside the building for the
first seven hours of the blaze.
By the morning of October 15, the fire was
out and Thackrey drove his pick-up truck there to
see if any of his wine had survived. Several different police agencies were there and were treating it
as a crime scene. ‘I not only couldn’t get in or talk
to anyone,’ Thackrey says, ‘but I was run off by
patrol cars for even driving within 100 feet of the
building on a public road.’
The police weren’t naming any suspects or
saying how the fire might have been started but
Lt Lori Lee of the Vallejo Police Department has
confirmed that it was arson and said that dozens
of people were under investigation, ‘anyone from
employees to those who are tenants or have ownership interests, or vintners who are storing their
wine there’. Police also refused to speculate on
a motive, but it’s a rare arson fire that isn’t lit for
vengeance or insurance money. Thackrey’s insurance status, meanwhile, was still unresolved. He
left it in the hands of his lawyer and went back to
tending his wines.
The modern winery is a place of climate-

controlled rooms, stainless-steel fermenting tanks,
technicians taking swabs from the walls and floors
every few days to see which microbial cultures have
infiltrated. When people first see Sean Thackrey’s
outdoor winery their usual reaction is somewhere
between astonishment and disbelief.
He has three weathered redwood fermenting
vats, protected from the elements by hot-tub covers
secured with bungee cords. Barrels full of ageing
wine are stacked in the shade of Monterey pines
and eucalyptus trees. Recently and reluctantly he
has started covering these barrels with canvas tarpaulins because beetles were getting among them
and boring holes in the wood, and Thackrey and
his two assistants were getting tired of sticking
toothpicks in the holes to stop the leaks.
All in all it looks better suited to moonshine
whiskey production, but here among the leaf litter
and old bits of pipe, the buzzing fruit flies, sprouting toadstools and occasional racoon turds, is
T E L E G R A P H

M A G A Z I N E

35

where Thackrey works his magic. He brushes off
some eucalyptus leaves, flings back the corner of
a mildewed tarpaulin and removes the bung from
a barrel of 2003 Orion. He dips a long hollow glass
wand called a wine thief into the barrel. The thief
fills with wine and he empties it into two large
tasting-glasses. We swirl and sniff, take a mouthful
and swallow: it puts me in mind of a mythical
beast. More than any wine I have ever encountered
Orion wants to take you on a journey, sweep you
away into a sensory adventure. The flavours shift
and blend, shout and fade and harmonise from
one sip to the next, giving the wine the presence of
a living thing. How does he do it?
‘First let me explain what I don’t do,’ he says.
‘Most wine today, especially in California, is made
by university-trained technicians following the
scientific procedures they have been taught, and
every step of the process is determined by the
result of a lab test and monitored by computers.
Very seldom does anyone actually smell a vineyard
or bite into a grape or taste the stuff they’re making until it’s in barrels, and then you’ve got tasting
committees and marketing people to consider.
I would suggest that what they’re striving for and
achieving by this method is the absence of defects.
But the absence of defects is not the presence of
excellence or anything exciting or unusual, and
that’s why there’s so much boring wine on the
market. There’s a saying I love that only mediocrity is always at its best.’
What he does do, he says, is no more mysterious
than cooking or cabinet-making. ‘It’s a craft. You
try to find the best raw ingredients that you can,
which in my case is grapes, but it’s what you do
with them that counts. There are plenty of bad
Right Thackrey works in a waistcoat that bears
the legend ‘I Consult Only My Palate’

His next wine, a rosé called
Fifi, will taste so good that
‘no one will be able to ignore
her ridiculous name’
cabinets made from good wood. The Rossi vineyard, where I get the grapes for Orion, used to sell
them to the Gallo company, which blended them
into a cheap jug wine.’
Thackrey made his reputation with big intense
reds such as Orion and Sirius. Recently he has
diversified into Sangiovese and Pinot Noir, and
managed to capture their subtleties without losing
the power and sensuality of his bigger wines. His
next wine, he announces with a big wine-stained
grin, will be a rosé, because it’s the least likely wine
anyone would expect him to make. ‘I’m calling it
Fifi. There’s going to be a lipstick kiss on the label
and in the middle of the lips it will say “Fifi” and
below that it will say, “The Dumb Blonde of
Artisan Winemaking”. I won’t release Fifi unless
she tastes so good that no one will be able to
ignore her ridiculous name.’
To make a wine of transporting deliciousness
and use it to deflate the pomposities of the wine
establishment is pure Thackrey.
More than a week after the fire Thackrey was

finally allowed inside what was left of Wines
Central. From his mobile phone he described
‘a scene that could hardly be imagined by anyone
but Piranesi trying to etch the apocalypse and in
a structure that could only have been built by

the US military. There are mountains of charred
and exploded bottles. There are pallets stacked up
30 feet high with the cardboard burnt away and
the bottles sticking out like strange prehistoric
teeth, waiting to fall; people scuttling around,
shafts of light coming through the roof, improbably vast panoramas.’
More significantly, he said, in other parts of the
building there was no damage at all. The pallets of
wine – 56 cases in each block encased by plastic
wrap – were untouched. Not even the plastic
had melted. ‘I’m not feeling bad at all. I would
say that approximately half of my wine is completely unscathed and I see no reason not to sell it,
although I expect to hear for years to come that my
wines have a smoky note, even if they come from
my private collection or were made after the fire.
One should never underestimate the pretension or
the power of suggestion in the wine world.’
His most charmed wine was the 54 cases of ’97
Orion. They were supposed to have been stored in
the library section, which was completely incinerated, but Wines Central had been too busy to put
them there. Thackrey found them untouched at the
front of the warehouse where he had left them.
In the following days and weeks he went back
to the warehouse several more times, hunting his
wine amid the chaos. He suffered less from the fire

than the torrential rains that followed and poured
in through the damaged roof, soaking the stackedup pallets of wine. ‘These stacks weigh four to
six tons and it shouldn’t trouble the imagination
to picture what happens when they get soaked,’
Thackrey says. ‘They collapse. We’re working
among mountains of soaked cardboard and broken glass, trying to get out what we can.’
He expects to end up losing about 20 per cent
of what he had stored, 800 cases or so, and most
is simply irretrievable under the wreckage. ‘It has
been a serious blow but rumours of my death
appear to have been exaggerated,’ Thackrey says.
‘There’s a large and interesting category of wines
that were partially damaged, with the corks pushed
and smoke damage on the label, and we’re going
through them bottle by bottle. Most of it seems to
be tasting fine. It will go back in the barrel or we
will drink it. We’re going to throw some parties to
help us with this work and we’re expecting long,
anxious lines of people offering their services.’
I asked him how the whole experience had
affected him personally. ‘It happened,’ he said.
‘So much does. The worst part is thinking about
those buried bottles. I’m sure the wine inside them
is unharmed and I think of it as a friend and
I hate to abandon it. As for myself, I expect to just
keep on fermenting.’ n
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