
Prescott’s Winemaking Heritage;
More Than Just Whiskey on the Row
According to popular culture, beer and whiskey were the traditional drinks of the 

Old West.  Grizzled cowboys would belly-up to the bar and ask for a shot of rye or 
a mug of brew. Old western flicks never included a wrangler’s query of the barkeep for 
the best bottle of wine – perhaps something French – that would pair well with venison, 
beans and a biscuit.

Yet wine WAS popular on the western 
frontier.  It was considered a demonstrat-
ed mark of quality and distinction at lo-
cal establishments.  “Wine, Liquor, and 
Cigars” were frequent newspaper adver-
tisements featured in the local Weekly 
Arizona Miner.

“Imported Wines” were being offered 
as early as 1868 at the Arizona Brewery 

and Saloon on Gur-
ley Street. This was 
followed by Kear-
ney’s Sample Room, 
the Montezuma, 

the Oriental, and 
many others.

French wine (or  
wine with French 
labels) was popu-
lar.  Wine drinkers 
typically ordered ei-
ther a bottle of “claret” (ge-
neric for a French-style red table wine) or a 
German-style white riesling. Distilled wine drinks – such 
as port, sherry and brandy – were popular in part because 
these traveled well.  More discerning drinkers also enjoyed 
a glass of Angelica – a brandy-like beverage that originated 
in California during Spanish times.

By the late 1860s, California was a major producer of wine, 
which dominated much of the western trade.  Early Cal-

ifornia wine was from zinfandel grapes, and business was 
controlled by a handful of “wine houses” with little concern 
for the specific source vineyard or individual winemaker.

Prescott pioneers of French, Italian, German or Swiss her-
itage often brought their traditions and recipes for making 
wine at home. Those skills proved useful in the early years 
when wine (and almost everything else) was scarce and ex-
pensive. By 1867, a group of German immigrants were mak-
ing wine from local wild grapes (of the species Vitis arizo-
nica), likely the first wine ever made in northern Arizona.

At Sharlot Hall 
Museum, the traditions 
of winemaking and the enjoy-
ment of winetasting continues with the 
annual Sharlot’s WineFest event, August 17. The evening 
fundraiser includes an extensive sampling of wines, both 
international and domestic, paired with hors d’ouevres pre-
sented by such local restaurateurs as El Gato Azul, Barley 

Hound, Atmesfir, Murphy’s, 
Goods from the Garden, Park 
Plaza Deli, Biga by Senses and 
Premier Catering.

Tickets to the evening event 
are available online at www.
sharlot.org/winefest or at the 
Museum located at 415 W. Gur-
ley Street, or call 928-445-3122.


