
Ernie Neveu was a college biology 
professor in San Diego for 23 years 
before he retired in 1991.

A few years after retirement, Ernie 
and his wife Mary Ann came north 
looking for a place to live, and settled 
on what Ernie describes as a “most 
beautiful” piece of land in the town of 
Montague, approximately eight miles 
northeast of Yreka.

“We found this piece of property 
for less than what we could have 
bought a garage for in San Diego,” 
Ernie explains.

The 27 acres of land had a 100 
year-old house on it, “With a view 
looking straight at Mt. Shasta,” Ernie 
says. A setting perfect for their dream 
home – and, something else.

As they began remodeling the ex-
isting house, they wondered what 
to do with the rest of the land. They 
started planting trees.

“We began with pistachios,” Er-
nie says. “But you need a lot of trees 
to make that work. Then, we grew 
apples – Fujis, which were magnifi -
cent.”

But, the problem with apples, Ernie 
says, is that they can’t be stored. “So, 
we pulled out the 300 apple trees,” 
and gave many of them away.

At the same time Ernie, the re-
tired professor, began taking college 

classes in viticulture (the cultivation 
of grapes for wine-making) and hor-
ticulture.  

“I was traveling down to UC Da-
vis, and up to Oregon State College 
in Corvallis,” Ernie says.

“Going back and forth. Taking a 
large number of these classes, and 
building a library about wine.”

He describes his wine library 
as containing books on wine from 
coffee table book, to academic re-
search books, to “how to” make wine 
books.

“But, our learning curve is still 
up,” Ernie says.

Their fi rst grapes were planted in 
1995,and the land was favorable to 
their enterprise.

“It turned out that I had picked a 
spot that lends itself to growing good 
grapes,” Ernie says. “I have a won-
derful hillside at 3,000 feet (eleva-
tion). It was quite serendipitous” that 
they found that particular piece of 
property.

After three years, the Neveus hired 
a consultant who helped them deter-
mine the best places on the land to 
plant, and advised them on the best 
use of their limited water supply.

One good location was a hillside 
where Ernie had fi rst considered 
planting vines, but decided against 

it due to the steepness of the hillside, 
not sure that his tractor could handle 
it. 

“The consultant later asked why I 
didn’t plant on that hillside.” Ernie 
explains that the hillside where he 
had thought about planting grapes 
was a good location. 

The winery has been “commercial” 
since 2000. Since wine is an alcohol-
ic beverage, it is strictly controlled 
by the government, even down to the 
labels on their wine bottles.

Today, the winery is run almost en-
tirely by Mary Ann and Ernie, with 
only occasional, part-time help. “It’s 
hard fi nding dependable help,” Ernie 
explains.

“My wife works full time for the 
(Siskiyou) county. It’s a seven (day) 
twenty-four (hour) operation. I should 
have at least two full time workers, 
but I don’t.”

After growing the grapes, and 
making the wine, it is not a simple 
matter getting the wine bottled, and 
the labels on them, and then to sell 
the product. It is all highly regulated.

“When you get your licenses to sell 
the wine, you have to describe what 
you’re going to do,” Ernie explains.

“The label is a legal document. 
There are things you cannot say.” A 
winemaker cannot make a mistake in 

even the grammar of that legal bottle 
label,” Ernie says. “We even had a 
label that was not approved due to a 
description error.” 

Ernie says he does not mind the 
regulations. “They are actually a good 
thing. It’s consumer protection.”

The winery’s fi rst commercial line 
was produced and ready for market 

in the year 2000. Today, they have 
7.5 acres in cultivation, and the fa-
cility includes a tasting room and an 
outdoor wine tasting area, “With that 
view of Mt. Shasta.”

Neveu Vineyards is located ap-
proximately eight miles northeast of 
Yreka, on Ager Rd., in Montague. 

-Laurance Wright

Tom Burnham and Jim Tomasini 
have been buddies for years, and a 
mutual love of wine has fueled the 
friendship. For proof, look no further 
than the fact that they blended their 
last names for the title of their rural 
Cottonwood winery.

“We started making wine together 
17 years ago and it kept evolving as a 
hobby,” Burnham recalled. By 2000, 
the hobby had become a full-fl edged 
business and Burnsini Vineyards be-
came the fi rst bonded winery in Te-
hama County.

The partnership includes both 
men’s wives: Joy Burnham and 
Deanna Tomasini. Kids and grand-
kids have also been known to pitch 
in and help at various times during 
the year.

Currently there are seven acres 
planted in grapes, with fi ve acres in 
production. An acre of Merlot vines 
are two years away from production 
and an acre of Sangiovese vines need 
another four years before they are 
ready, Burnham said.

Burnsini Vineyards is bottling fi ve 
varietals and one blend, selecting 
fruit from 1,200 Zinfandel vines; 928 
Merlot vines; 900 Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon vines; and 1,000 Petite Syrah 
vines. 

In their fi rst year, they bottled 350 
cases and had sold out by March. 
Since then, Burnham said their pro-
duction has been increasing by 200 to 
300 cases a year. They are currently 
selling the 550 cases that represent 
their 2003 vintage.

Burnham ages his wine for two 
years in barrels made of French and 
American oak and takes the barrels 
out of service after four years when 
they’ve lost most of their fl avor. To 
help extend their inventory, Burnham 
and Tomasini came up with Tehama 
Red, a blend of Zinfandel and Caber-
net that does not need to be aged for 
the full two years.

“It keeps us in wine most of the 
time. Eventually we hope to age that 
for two years, too,” Burnham said. 

A retired millwright who worked 
for Simpson Paper, Kimberly Clark 
and McColl Dairy Products, the 
good-natured Burnham said he takes 
pleasure from all aspects of the wine 
business. “I fi nd it very enjoyable, 
from growing the grapes to selling it. 
Our sales have been really easy. I’ve 
never had to go out and really hustle 
it. I’ve done a lot of wine tastings for 
different groups, and no matter how 
many you do, you always fi nd some-
body who says ‘I didn’t know there 
was a winery out here.’”

Burnsini Vineyards’ Tehama Red 
retails for $10.95 a bottle; Zinfandel 
is $12.95; Merlot and Chardonnay 
are both priced at $14.95; and their 
Cabernet Sauvignon sells for $16.95 
a bottle. “I have some people from the 
Bay Area, who live in Napa County, 
and they buy it. They just like our 
wine,” Burnham said. “I ship four 
cases of Petite Syrah to New York ev-
ery year. It’s a standing order. It’s all 
pretty well received. It’s pretty easy 
to sell the fi rst bottle, when it counts 

is when you sell the second.” 
Burnham said he also enjoys the 

friendships and socialization that 
seems to revolve around the wine 
business. When it comes to wine, 
there is never a shortage of helping 
hands. “We were picking the Caber-

net last year and we called 35 people 
and we had 60 people show up. We 
have a breakfast, drink some wine 
and have a good time. It’s like locusts 
– bam, bam and they’re all picked.”

Burnsini Vineyards is a civic-
minded affair and proud of its Tehama 

County roots. As one of the sponsors 
of the recent Cottonwood Wild West 
Art & Wine Festival, they produced 
a specially labeled Trail Boss Tom 
Petite Syrah and donated part of the 
proceeds to local charities.

-Jon Lewis
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Mutual love of wine 
fuels friendship of 
Cottonwood fi rm

He built a library about wine

Burnsini Vineyards, LLC • 19535 Hammers Lane, Cottonwood, CA  96022
Contact: Tom Burnham 530/347-4765 or 917-0089 cell, Burnsinivineyds@aol.com

Varieties: 1,200 Zinfandel, 928 Merlot, 900 Cabernet Sauvignon,
1,000 Petite Sirah, 920 Sangiovese

Total vines:  5,000

Neveu Vineyards • 4839 Ager Rd., Montague, CA  96064
530/459-3906, cell phone: 530/905-0116

email:  pnoir@jeffnet.org • Contact person: Ernie Neveu
Varieties: Pinot Noir, Pinot Gris, Tempernello, Zinfandel
Nebbiolo, Cabernet Sauvignon. Total vines: 7-1/2 acres


