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Ridge lost a longtime friend and business partner last summer, Benito 

Dusi. He was a grower that we purchased grapes from for over 50 years. 

With our release of the 2018 vintage, I thought it was fitting to celebrate 

Benito’s life and share the story of his vineyard and our relationship. 

Benito’s parents, Sylvester and Catarina Dusi, immigrated to the United 

States from Italy and ultimately settled in the Paso Robles area in the 

early 1920s. In 1924 they purchased their vineyard, where they raised 

their three sons, Guido, Dante, and Benito. 

When Guido and Dante went to war in 1944, vineyard cultivation was left 

to their father and young Benito, who was eleven years old at the time. 

Benito carefully tended the vines until his passing last July. 

The vineyard is located three miles south of Paso Robles on the east 

side of Highway 101. Planted in 1923 (three years into Prohibition!), 

it sits on alluvial soil washed down from the surrounding limestone 

hills. Wine from Benito’s vineyard is very much typical of Paso Robles 

zinfandels: beautiful, mouthwatering fruit with soft, round tannins  

— very lush and easy to drink. 

In 1967, Ridge founder Dave Bennion knocked on the Dusi’s front door 

and asked to buy five tons of grapes from their vineyard. On a handshake, 

the deal was done, and Ridge has continued to produce a “Benito Dusi” 

Paso Robles Zinfandel ever since. Current plans for the vineyard are that 

it will remain in the family. Benito’s nephew, Mike, worked with Benito 

over the past several years and has taken over the farming. We look 

forward to working with Mike and making many more outstanding 

wines from this amazing vineyard. 

As we release the 2018 vintage, I can’t help but think of Benito with  

a smile on his face, riding his tractor in the warm Paso Robles sun.

— Michael Torino, Vice President, US Wholesale

Virtual Tasting

The Story of Benito Dusi and 
Ridge Paso Robles Zinfandel 
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Above: Paso Robles vineyard 

Below: Benito Dusi on a vintage John Deere tractor

S P R I N G  2 0 2 0

Svelte and briary, with vibrant raspberry and black cherry 

flavors, accented by licorice, tarragon and white pepper 

notes. Finishes with snappy tannins. Zinfandel, Petite 

Sirah, Carignane and Mataro. Drink now through 2028.”

— T. F., March 4, 2020

“
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The Purpose of Grape  
and Wine Analysis at Ridge

A N A L Y S I S  I N  W I N E M A K I N G

Within a few years of Ridge’s start, the founders realized the importance of laboratory 

testing during the winemaking process. They needed to have the ability to run tests 

necessary to satisfy the regulatory agency overseeing wine production. In 1971, the former 

kitchen was converted into a more sophisticated laboratory allowing for more in depth 

analysis to support wine quality. A spectrophotometer and a high performance liquid 

chromatograph were installed by the 1980s — highly unusual to find in a small or even 

medium-size winery at the time. For most wineries, analysis was being done by outside 

wine laboratories. To this day, this remains the most convenient way of analyzing wine for 

California wineries, including those focused on high quality in Sonoma and Napa. Monte 

Bello, at the top of the Santa Cruz Mountains, is too remote to get samples to a lab and 

results back in a timely fashion. For this reason, over time Ridge built a self-sufficient, 

sophisticated laboratory. This complements our philosophy of minimal-intervention 

winemaking by allowing for natural fermentations, reduced levels of sulfites, and minimal 

handling of wines, while keeping a close eye on them with analysis in the lab. 

Today, with our capabilities, we can quickly process vineyard samples with an automated 

analyzer. Our grape samples can first be blind-tasted and then compared to the analytical 

results to make correct picking decisions. Once the wine is in the fermenters, more 

analysis can be done so we can get an idea of ripeness, acidity, potential for excessive 

tannins, or problems with yeast and their naturally occurring nutrients. We run these 

tests every day throughout harvest. 

Although, malate can be analyzed, it is also something you can taste and feel changing 

in the wine. Aroma, texture, and acidity will feel creamier. The wines also feel more polished 

and round. At this point, a minimum effective SO2 addition can be made to protect our 

finished wines. Small amounts will continue to be added during barrel aging, at each 

racking done to clarify. We use our spectrophotometer to measure the concentration of 

free SO2 and then determine how much is protecting the wine based on the acidity. This is 

called molecular SO2. We target maintaining our wines at 0.3 mg/L molecular. This is one-

third of what most wineries hold their wine at and less than one-third of the government’s 

maximum limit of 350mg/L permitted for red wine. Picking early, when the grapes contain 

higher acid helps keep our SO2 levels low. Low levels of SO2 also allow the natural yeasts 

to reach dryness, resulting in minimal residual sugar which can affect a wine’s stability. 

Maintaining a clean cellar and tank room is critical in preventing the contamination of 

fermenting grapes or finished wines with spoilage yeasts and bacteria. Our highly skilled 

cellar team realize the importance of sanitation in preventing the loss of quality.  

The higher the acidity, the lower the amount of sulfite needed to sufficiently protect 

a wine. It’s the opposite for low acid wines, or wines with residual sweetness. Sugar 

molecules have a strong affinity for sulfur, preventing any being available to safeguard 

the wine from oxidation, spoilage, and re-fermentation. Those wines have to be closely 

monitored and tasted frequently to make sure they remain stable. Fortunately, that is 

not our style. Picking at lower ripeness assures higher acidity in the grapes and allows 

the natural yeast to ferment to complete dryness. This goes back to vineyard sampling 

and making sure we pick early enough. We want the grapes to be ripe but not overripe 

so that we can make wines that have greater natural stability. 

Some of the basic tests we run, considered primary chemistry, are the measurement 

of alcohol content, volatile acid (measure of the wines exposure to oxygen and acetic 

acid bacteria), total acidity, residual sugar, and molecular sulfur. Secondary chemistry 

measures color, tannin, spoilage, microbe DNA, and off flavors. For this more advanced 

testing we use higher powered instruments like our HPLC or PCR themocycler (DNA 

amplification), with which our laboratory is equipped. None of our analysis has any 

bearing on winemaking and assemblage decisions. That is done by blind-taste, feel, 

and smell. It is, however, very useful to have these results to explain more fully what we 

are tasting. Results provide us greater confidence that the quality of the wine is being 

maintained during barrel aging. We can be assured that our bottled wines are going 

to have the distinctive character and quality of the site where they were grown and 

provide exceptional enjoyment over their lifetime.
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Monte Bello, at the top of 

the Santa Cruz Mountains, 

is too remote to get samples 

to a lab and results back in  

a timely fashion.”

“

If the United States had 

a formal classification 

of estates, Ridge would 

be the equivalent of  

a First Growth. Since 

the late 1960s, Ridge 

has produced world-

class wines that can 

compete with the best 

from anywhere.” 

—	 Antonio Galloni, 
Vinous Media

2017 Estate  
Cabernet Sauvignon

Site: Monte Bello Estate vineyard in 

the Santa Cruz Mountains. Cabernet 

sauvignon, merlot, petit verdot, and 

cabernet franc — oldest vines were 

planted in 1949.

2018 Estate Chardonnay

Site: Monte Bello Estate vineyard in the  

Santa Cruz Mountains. Red, decomposing 

Franciscan rock mixed with clay/loam;  

fractured limestone subsoils.

R I D G E  2 0 2 0
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2018 Geyserville
Site: Western edge of 

Alexander Valley, Sonoma 

County. Zinfandel, petite sirah, 

carignane — oldest vines planted 

in 1891.

2018 East Bench 
Zinfandel
Site: On top of the bench that 

separates Dry Creek Valley and 

Alexander Valley appellations, 

north of Healdsburg in  

Sonoma County.

2018 Paso Robles 
Zinfandel
Site: Three miles south of  

Paso Robles on the east side  

of Highway 101. Zinfandel grape 

vines planted in 1923.


