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Assimilation is a funny thing, though. e 
more adapted my family became, the more my 
generation craved stories of the old world—tales 
that seemed to warm us in a glow of dappled golden 
light, brimmed with something seemingly more 
visceral and authentic than anything we knew. One 
of my favorite stories was of my father helping my 
grandfather make wine in their basement. When he 
tells it, I can almost hear 
the squeak and groan of 
the wooden hand-crank 
press my father says he 
labored over for hours on 
end. Poppy died when I 
was 8, but I still remember 
being given Italian bread 
dipped into a crystal glass 
of his homemade wine—
the white, spongy insides 
turning deep red. e 
taste was bitter at rst, 
sometimes a little sour, 
but with an underlying 
fruitiness that I’d seek out 
until the bread became 
mush in my mouth.

Last fall, I was invited 
to the Finger Lakes region 
of New York to be part 
of a harvest and crush. 
Perhaps, I thought, I’d see 
more than a glimpse of 
a past that I only knew 
from stories. A place that 
wasn’t mine, but via a set 
of deep, red stains could 
become permanent and 
owned—an indelible link to my grandfather.

At the Atwater winery on Seneca Lake, I was 
greeted by winemaker Vinny Aliperti, whose family, 
like mine, had come from southern Italy. He put 
me to work, and I spent the morning hours hand-
picking grapes, inching at the sounds of bird 
canons being shot o to scare away the grape-eating 

scavengers, dropping the bunches into 30-pound 
plastic containers, and loading them onto a truck. 
Back at the crush pad, I lifted those grape-lled 
containers over my head, tilting their weight until 
the bunches tumbled into a sweet-smelling mass in 
the bladder press.

Later, in a room where one-ton containers sat 
lled with the dark, purple-red juice of Cabernet 

Sauvignon, he instructed 
me to punch them 
down with a long, heavy 
stainless-steel masher, 
breaking the stubborn cap 
of crushed skins and seeds 
and rotating the juice over 
it. I struggled, climbing 
up on the sides of the 
containers and putting my 
entire body weight behind 
the punch, pressing until 
my body ached. When 
I was at the brink of 
exhaustion, I thought of 
my dad hand-cranking my 
grandfather’s press, over 
and over. I pushed harder.

At the day’s end, 
Aliperti invited me and 
the rest of the crew to a 
family meal of roasted 
chicken and potatoes, 
red wine and bread. “Pull 
up a chair,” he said. “You 
earned it.” I excused 
myself to wash up for the 
meal. In the bathroom, 
I took o the wool cap 

I’d been wearing all day to reveal a matted tangle 
of uncombed hair. I quickly tied it up to look a 
little more presentable, and got to work washing. 
I scrubbed and scrubbed, but to no avail. e red 
stains stubbornly clung to the creases of my hands—
lines for routes on a map to a place I’d been trying to 
get to for a lifetime. By Amy Zavatto

When my Calabrese grandparents came to the United States in the 1920s, they left 
a beautiful but hard-scrabble mountain town to follow a dream of a better life in 
Long Island, New York. But while Teresa and Giovanni pushed their kids to adapt 
to American ways, they drank deeply from the old ones—family, food and my 
grandfather’s homemade wine.

Connecting to a family’s roots through winemaking.
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