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Fun by the Barrel (Wine, Too) 

By JULIA LAWLOR DEC. 2, 2010 

 

Robert Rouse choosing his grapes at Sannino’s Bella Vita Vineyard on Long 

Island.Credit Randy Harris for The New York Times 

 

BEADS of sweat covered Lorraine Nedell’s forehead as she bent over a cluster 

of merlot grapes one sunny fall morning at Sannino’s Bella Vita Vineyard in 

Peconic, N.Y., on Long Island. Inching along the row of vines, she grabbed 

the purple berries, snipped them with a clipper and dropped them, over and 

over, into a plastic bin. 

“After you do something like this, you never look at a bottle of wine the same 

way again,” said Ms. Nedell, a retired optician from Lyndenhurst, N.Y., who 

discovered Sannino’s make-your-own-wine program three years ago. This  
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year she is sharing the cost of a $4,500 barrel with a friend, and reveling in 

the experience — grape-stained hands, sweaty brow and all. A year from now, 

after helping to pick, crush, press, rack, blend and bottle her fermented 

grapes, she will end up with 138 bottles of wine at a cost of about $16 per 

bottle. 

“Vine to wine” is what Anthony Sannino, owner of this North Fork vineyard 

with his wife, Lisa, calls the program he started in 2007. Customers first 

choose the grape from the varietals he grows on his five and a half acres in 

Peconic — cabernet sauvignon, merlot, cabernet franc and sauvignon blanc — 

or from those he buys from vineyards nearby. Then, with his guidance, they 

participate in just about every step of the process. 

Although Sannino’s is rare in offering a chance literally to get your hands 

dirty in the fields, it is just one of several do-it-yourself wine operations in the 

New York City area. There is City Winery in SoHo; Brooklyn Winery, which 

opened this fall in Williamsburg; Piazza Brothers Wine Room and Staten 

Island Winery, both on Staten Island; and Make Your Own Wine, which calls 

itself Westchester’s School of Winemaking, in Elmsford, N.Y. (New Jersey is 

also home to several make-your-own-wine operations). 

 

Although Sannino’s uses equipment for grape crushing, customers can opt to do it the 

old-fashioned way.CreditRandy Harris for The New York Times 

Mr. Sannino, a building contractor by trade, had been making wine at home 

and helping out at Long Island vineyards for 12 years before starting his 

business. He’d heard of the success of California wine schools like Crushpad 

in Napa, and figured he’d try something similar. 



 

“The ideal time for starting the whole process is in January, with the pruning 

of the vines,” Mr. Sannino said. “That way you’re following the grapes from 

beginning to end.” 

But in reality Sannino’s gets very few takers for its midwinter vine prunings. 

Autumn harvest time, on the other hand, is like a family reunion on member 

days. Mr. Sannino’s parents, immigrants from Naples, Italy, work all morning 

in the kitchen so that lunch can be served on the patio after the picking. Mr. 

Sannino moves from table to table, pouring wine. 

“They always put out a ton of food,” said Rich Belsky, a glass artist from 

Shoreham, N.Y. “You come out here and spend a day and you feel 

rejuvenated.” 

 

The vineyard’s production plant and tasting room, where the wines are sampled.Credit 

Randy Harris for The New York Times 

 

After lunch, the group drives four miles to the production plant and tasting 

room that Sannino’s shares with another winery. Plastic bins of grapes are 

stacked, ready to be fed into a stainless-steel de-stemmer that separates the 

grapes from the stems and also crushes the fruit. (When someone asks to 

stomp the grapes by foot the old-fashioned way, Mr. Sannino obliges by  
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dumping some fruit into a plastic tub.) Some members — as those who buy 

shares in a barrel are called — step up to empty the bins into the de-stemmer.  

Others listen to Mr. Sannino as he explains how the crushed grapes will be 

collected and inoculated with yeast, then left to ferment for one to two weeks. 

This mixture of grape skins, pulp and juice, known as the must, will then be 

transferred to a press to separate out the liquid, which will be pumped into 

barrels — another step in the process that members are encouraged to 

participate in. 

In February or March, everyone is invited back for racking: the removal of 

sediment from the barrels. Members like to show up for this step, the 

traditional time for tasting, when the mixture begins to take on the 

complexities of wine. Blending sessions follow in mid-to-late summer, when 

customers decide, with Mr. Sannino’s help, which grape varietals they want to 

mix, and in what proportions. Finally, there is an assembly-line bottling 

operation at the end of August, when they affix labels of their own design and, 

if the wine is ready, take it home. 

At Brooklyn Winery, the process is much the same, minus the harvest. The 

owners, Brian Leventhal and John Stires, were working for an Internet 

company and spending weekends making wine at a wine school in New 

Jersey when they decided that Williamsburg needed its own winery-wine bar. 

They renovated a former nightclub and hired a winemaker, Conor 

McCormack, from Crushpad in California. 

 

A family’s designated row at the vineyard. Credit Randy Harris for The New York Times 



 

They said their price — $5,700 a barrel — reflects the superior quality of the 

grapes they acquire from California and New York, and their care in shipping. 

Once the grapes are picked, they are immediately transferred to refrigerated 

trucks and taken cross country by two drivers so that no time is wasted in 

transit. 

On a recent Sunday afternoon Mr. McCormack stuck his hand into a vat of 

bubbling, fermenting grapes and explained to student winemakers how the 

yeast converts sugar in the fruit to alcohol and carbon dioxide, which causes 

the skins to be pushed to the top. 

“I’m constantly monitoring the sugar and fermentation levels,” he said. 

“We’re halfway there.” 

Craig and Ina Hasday of Laurel, N.Y., whose children had given them a 

half-barrel share for their 30th wedding anniversary, climbed a ladder to the 

top of the de-stemmer in the production room. They inspected each cluster 

before letting it drop into the machine. Later Mr. McCormack granted the 

wish of their 23-year-old daughter, Allison, to use her bare feet to crush some 

grapes in a plastic washtub. (He planned to save those particular grapes for 

the house wine.) 

 

Pouring grapes into a de-stemmer and crusher at Make Your Own Wine, Westchester’s 

School of Winemaking.CreditRobert Stolarik for The New York Times 



 

“Either we’ll drink a lot, or it will make great Christmas gifts,” Mr. Hasday 

said of the 150 bottles they’ll soon be looking for a place to store. 

City Winery held its weekend “harvest crush” in early November, with five 

tons of cabernet sauvignon from Haystack Peak vineyards in Napa Valley. 

The scene was frenetic. Wine lovers scrambled up ladders to peer into the 

stainless-steel vats and lined up along a conveyor belt to sort grapes as they 

dropped out of the de-stemmer. The Premier Barrel Program here ranges 

from about $6,700 for a barrel of Riesling grown in the Finger Lakes region 

of New York to $9,800 for a Napa Valley cabernet sauvignon aged in new oak. 

The winemaker, David Lecomte, said his costs were “two to three times 

higher than our competitors’.” He travels several times a year to California to 

designate specific blocks of vines in each vineyard that will be dedicated 

exclusively to City Winery; then refrigerated trucks are sent into the fields to 

transport the grapes. 

City Winery also has three part-time vineyard liaisons in California and 

Oregon to monitor crops. The winery offers a choice of 10 grape varietals 

from 14 vineyards and holds five seminars and four scheduled tasting events 

throughout the year. 

 

Martin Crook at Brooklyn Winery putting fermented merlot grapes into a bladder press. 

Credit Robert Stolarik for The New York Times 
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After trying a glass of City Winery’s house wine on a previous visit and 

pronouncing it “better than I expected,” Craig Kaplan, a Manhattan lawyer, 

persuaded four friends to share a $9,500 barrel of Haystack’s cabernet 

sauvignon. 

At the crush, Mr. Kaplan and some of his barrel partners munched on the tiny 

berries as they listened to Mr. Lecomte discuss the ratio of solid to liquid in 

the grapes and how to discern the ripeness of the crop from the color and 

crunchiness of the seed. Each member of Mr. Kaplan’s group will take home 

four cases, which was sounding better and better as the day went on. 

“I think it’s a hoot,” Mr. Kaplan said. As he prepared to leave, he wore a big 

smile and predicted that making the wine was going to be almost as much fun 

as drinking it. 

 


