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A pioneer in the 
West Coast wine 
industry, GARY 

EBERLE spent 
decades building 

his namesake 
winery into one of 

the most respected 
— and successful 
— in the country. 

Three years ago, 
without warning, 

he nearly lost it all. 
A story of betrayal, 

perseverance, and 
the importance of 

savoring success.

BY RYAN JONES ’95  COM   /   PHOTOGRAPHS BY MICHAEL LEWIS

TH E  B OAR

E N DU R ES
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If none of the winery’s four-legged denizens are terri-
bly cuddly, the sternest of them at least doesn’t threaten 
to scratch or bite. Resting on a low brick foundation 
in front of the winery entrance, the bronze fountain of 
a wild boar is cast from the same mold as the famous 
Fontana del Porcellino in Florence. Eberle explains that 

his surname translates roughly from Low German as 
“young boar,” hence his fondness for the sculpture, and 
the reason an image of a wild pig adorns every bottle of 
his wine.

There are parallels between Eberle ’67 Edu and that 
bronze beast. Most days, both can be found greeting 

visitors to the winery, the boar on its brick 
platform, Eberle on a patio chair next to the 
entrance, a glass of his signature cabernet 
within easy reach. Both are sturdy and impos-
ing, though Eberle is rather more talkative, 
happily chatting up tourists and locals alike. 
For many of them, the jovial host is as much a 
draw as the free tastings and tours of the win-
ery’s barrel-lined caves. The man who helped 
put Paso Robles on the California wine map 
is at once a celebrity and a fixture. You can’t 
imagine the place without him.

It’s been a little more than three years since 
the takeover that stunned the California wine 
industry, and particularly folks in this scenic 
Central Coast town of 30,000 people and 
some 200 wineries that splits the distance be-
tween San Francisco and Los Angeles. In mid-
January 2014, three of his business partners—
one of them his sister-in-law—combined their 
shares in the winery and told its founder and 
namesake, without warning or explanation, 
“You’re no longer in charge.”

Sitting in his customary spot on a spring af-

ternoon that threatens overdue rain, Eberle is still at a 
loss for words. “To this day, I still cannot …” Understand, 
comprehend, fathom—whatever word completes the 
thought, the lingering hurt and confusion are obvious. 
Now 72, he’s back in charge of the winery that represents 
his life’s work; it took 18 months and perhaps millions 
of dollars when the lost business and attorneys fees are 
added up, but Eberle finally regained control of his busi-
ness, his legacy, and his life. It’s a hell of a story, an unex-
pected but somehow fitting chapter in the unlikely tale 
of a poor kid from Western Pennsylvania who grew up to 
make some of the best wine in America.

GROWING UP, WAYNE GARY EBERLE HAD 
no such grand goals in mind. He has almost no memory 
of his father, a steelworker, and was raised by his mother 
in Moon Township, Pa., in a house with painted plywood 
floors. “Except in the kitchen,” he says, “where we had li-
noleum. It wasn’t a really neat place. We didn’t have a lot 
of money.” He earned what he could as a kid, shoveling 
snow in the winter and working weekends at a local flo-

rist. His future seemed predestined: “I grew up knowing 
I was going to go into a steel mill or a foundry,” he says.

College never occurred to him, but his ability on the 
football field provided a path. As a junior at Moon Town-
ship High School in the early 1960s, he got a recruiting 
visit from an assistant coach at an in-state program a 
few hours away. “Joe Paterno came to my school,” Eb-
erle says, “and from the time I met him, I said to myself, 
if I can go to Penn State, I’m going to Penn State.” He 
improved enough as a senior to earn All-America notice 
and draw the interest of programs from West Point to 
Michigan to UCLA. That spring, he accepted invitations 
from many such suitors to visit their campuses, unable 
to turn down the plane tickets, free sweatshirts, and 
$20 bills that boosters would hand him for “incidentals.” 
When a worried Paterno called to make sure he wasn’t 
losing a prized recruit, Eberle told him, “Don’t worry 
about it. I’ll see you in August.”

Eberle arrived in Happy Valley as promised that fall, a 
6-foot-3, 235-pound defensive tackle and self-described 
“pain in the ass” on Rip Engle’s final teams, a quirky guy 

ENDURING CHARACTERS 
Like the bronze boar that guards the entrance to the 
winery, Eberle is a fixture on California’s Central Coast. 
Where their owner is, the winery’s resident poodles, 
Roussanne and Sangiovese, are probably not far behind.

 THE POODLES HAVE THE RUN OF THE PLACE. 
You see them as soon as you pull into the Eberle Winery parking lot, a pair of handsome black 

standards lounging disdainfully on the concrete patio. You can pet them if you like, but it’s 

clear from their posture that they’d rather you didn’t. One of the pair, an 11-year-old named 

Roussanne, is referred to by her owner as “our dowager princess.” Napping on a nearby deck 

is Spikey, a cat whom Gary Eberle jokes should have been named AT&T because “he likes to 

reach out and touch someone.” 
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remembered by teammates for countering their Gene 
Pitney and Kingston Trio LPs with Beethoven or Ravel. 
Unsure what he wanted to do with his life, he majored 
in education, figuring he’d end up “a high school biol-
ogy teacher and coach football.” Marine biology was an 
intriguing if far-fetched option—he’d come of age in 
the era of Jacques Cousteau documentaries and Lloyd 
Bridges in Sea Hunt—and he ended up at LSU for grad 
school, working toward a master’s in vertebrate zoology. 
“I was a guy walking in the swamps collecting snakes 
and turtles,” he says.

His future in the field looked bright: Eberle taught un-
dergrad seminars, published papers, and won a National 
Science Foundation fellowship in genetics. He began 
work on a Ph.D., splitting time between Baton Rouge 
and New Orleans, where he did research in histology 
and got friendly with one of the professors on his doc-
toral committee, who shared his love of opera. They’d 
take turns hosting dinners, listening to music and shar-
ing wine. “When he came to my house, I would serve him 
the finest wines of the time: Lancers and Mateus and 
Blue Nun,” Eberle says with a wink. “And then we’d go 
to his house, and he’d have a ’66 Chateau Latour—very 

French, very expensive. And somewhere along the line, I 
had an epiphany.”

Eberle realized he loved great wine, and wanted to 
know how to make it himself. Before long, he had trans-
ferred to the University of California at Davis, about an 
hour east of Napa Valley, to study enology and learn ev-
erything he could. Among the lessons: That the flavor-
ful syrah (also known as shiraz) he’d been introduced 
to by Australian and European friends wasn’t grown 
anywhere in the United States—with one barely existent 
exception. A mere 18 vines, planted by legendary viti-
culture professor Harold Olmo, stood on an abandoned 
corner of the UC Davis vineyard, a neglected outdoor 
classroom. “Graduate students used to go out there and 
prune the vines, for practice,” Eberle says. He took cut-
tings to a nursery for propagating, and after 18 months, 
came away with enough to plant 20 acres—as far as any-
one knows, the first 20 acres of syrah planted in the U.S.

This was 1973, and with the help of his half-brother, 
Jim Giacobine ’41 Sci, Eberle headed to Paso Robles 
to open Estrella River Winery. The Central Coast wine 
industry at that time was almost nonexistent, but for Eb-
erle, it was a place to start, the climate well suited to the 

cabernet sauvignon grapes he hoped to grow, and to the 
syrah no one else was growing. Howie Steinbeck, a long-
time vineyard manager who helped Eberle plant those 
first vines at Estrella and has been with ever him since, 
credits Eberle’s success to a sharp nose for both science 
and commerce. “Gary didn’t mind it out in the field, but I 
could see the passion he had for the business,” Steinbeck 
says. “His feel for the whole industry was right on.”

By the early 1980s, Eberle had moved on from Estrella 
River and purchased 64 acres in Paso Robles; not long 
after, he sold the first bottle of his namesake cabernet. 
From industry titan Robert Mondavi, a mentor whom 
he called “a marketing genius who never made a bottle 
of wine in his life,” Eberle learned how to sell—not only 
his wine, but the entire region. He is credited with co-
founding the Paso Robles wine appellation in 1983; not 
long after, Eberle Winery opened its production facil-
ity and tasting room. Industry respect, and commercial 
success, soon followed: Eberle remembers a mid ’80s 
tasting organized by The Wine Institute, the lobbying 
group for the California industry, that brought in judges 
from Belgium and France. “Our chardonnay scored 57th 
or 67th, out of 327 wines—respectable, and this is not 

properly chardonnay country,” he says. “But in both the 
cabernet and zinfandel tastings, with all European judg-
es, we came in first.”

Today, countless gold medals and Winery of the Year 
awards later, you can find Eberle’s wine in more than 
30 states and six countries, and his reputation—as both 
industry pioneer and affable godfather of the Central 
Coast wine scene—is set in stone. Even three years ago, 
just shy of his 70th birthday, it was easy to imagine him 
settled into that patio chair, sipping a glass of red and 
contentedly chatting up visitors for the rest of his days. 
His wife, Marcy, a former local news anchor who gave 
up her broadcast career to help Eberle run the business, 
jokes that Gary “has no intention of ever dying.” It was 
hard to imagine anything else interrupting the sunset 
years of his benevolent reign.

THEY CAME ON A MONDAY MORNING, 
his sister-in-law Jeanne Giacobine and two other minor 
partners, with no stated agenda, and no hint of what was 
to come. Jim Giacobine—Eberle’s older half-brother, 
long-time business partner, and in many ways the father 
he never had—was suffering from advanced Alzheimer’s, 

FROM VINE TO GLASS 
The fertile soil and agreeable climate of Paso Robles make it perfect 
for Eberle’s preferred cabernet grapes. Inside, visitors can tour the 
production facility and underground caves before a stop in the tasting 
room for a glass—and a reminder of Eberle’s school spirit.
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leaving Jeanne as his custodian. “We had a great rela-
tionship,” Eberle says, and so he had no reason to sus-
pect.

It happened quickly. Jeanne and the other two part-
ners informed Eberle that they had combined their 
shares—the bulk of them Jim Giacobine’s—to take a 
controlling 52 percent stake 
in the winery. Their first act 
was to remove Eberle as gen-
eral partner; they didn’t fire 
him, telling him instead, “If 
you want to stay on, your ti-
tle is ‘founder,’ and you don’t 
talk to anybody.” He still had 
his salary, and what was now 
a minority stake, but in that 
moment, Eberle felt as if he’d 
lost everything.

Jeanne Giacobine has nev-
er spoken publicly about the 
takeover (Jim Giacobine died 
in 2015), and so explana-
tions are left to the Eberles: 
They say their former part-
ners wanted to dramatically 
expand the winery’s produc-
tion, hoping for a payday that 
Gary and Marcy say the facili-
ties, and their commitment to 
quality, could never have sus-
tained. The partners brought 
in a high-priced industry con-
sultant, driving up costs, while also firing some longtime 
winery workers and losing others who quit in dismay at 
Eberle’s ouster. The winery also lost business from loy-
al customers and wine club members who Marcy says 
“didn’t want to support what was happening to us.” The 
irony was that the lost customers were ultimately cost-
ing the Eberles money. “I’m out there begging people, 
don’t leave!” Eberle says. “My entire net worth is tied up 
in this place.”

Their lives are tied up in it—their home is half a mile 
from the winery’s production facility—and so leaving 
was never an option. Eberle still came to the winery ev-
ery day, trying whenever he had the chance to talk his 
partners into reconsidering, into selling the their shares 
to him, whatever it took. He says he nearly lost hope, 

but took solace in the winery bleeding money, hoping 
that if the controlling partners couldn’t turn a profit, 
they’d have no reason to stay on. It took a year and a 
half, a stretch Marcy refers to as “18 months of hell,” but 
finally, their patience paid off: In June 2015, the partners 
agreed to cut their losses and sell. Eberle regained con-

trol, consolidating an 83-per-
cent stake.

You could almost hear the 
cheers echoing around the 
Paso Robles hills.

“Around here, everyone was 
very supportive and wanted to 
see him get back in control,” 
says Sally Buffalo Taylor, a 
writer who has covered Eberle 
and the local wine scene for 
the San Luis Obispo Tribune. 
“For the community, he’s this 
great guy who’s done so much 
for this region. To see this 
happen to him was really aw-
ful, and I think the area rallied 
around him.”

It’s taken three years, but 
today, the Eberles say the win-
ery has recovered completely 
from the misguided deal that 
Gary says “made two lawyers 
very, very rich, and nobody 
else.” Stop by for a tasting on a 
spring afternoon, and it’s as if 

nothing ever changed: The poodles, the cat, and the boar 
out front, Marcy back at the house baking cookies for the 
staff, and Gary in his patio seat by the tasting room door.

Sue Terry has worked as Eberle’s office manager for 25 
years, a streak that almost ended during the takeover. “I 
got another job and gave my notice,” she says, “but Gary 
talked me out of it.” She says the winery feels more like 
a family than a business: the animals walking around, 
the staff birthday gatherings where Gary runs the pizza 
oven, the annual Christmas parties at the Eberles’ home, 
where he and Marcy prepare paella for 50 on a single 
massive pan. Really, who would ever want to leave?

“We have a hard time getting Gary to leave at all, other 
than to go sell wine,” Terry says with a laugh. “He’s not 
going anywhere.”  

LA DOLCE VITA 
Partners in business and life, Gary and Marcy persevered 
through “18 months of hell” before regaining control of the 
winery they call home.
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