
Nothing impacts a young community like the passing of one of its 
members. And this winter the people whose lives center on Long 
Island wine were struck almost too many times to bear. Three men 
who had been with the industry since its early years were taken 
from their families and jobs leaving holes that few if any can fill.

On New Year’s Eve, Christian Wölffer, entrepreneur, bon vi-
vant and the firm hand at the helm of Wölffer Estate Vineyard in 
Sagaponack was killed in a boating accident at 70 years old. Just 
two weeks afterward, Bob Palmer, 74, founder of Palmer Vine-
yards in Aquebogue, and a tireless promoter of the region, was 
felled by an infection. Before the month was out, another funeral 
was held for vineyard manager Ben Sisson, who at 49 was in his 
prime years of taking care of the outdoors, doing what he loved.

“It certainly makes you feel vulnerable,” says Louisa Thom-
as Hargrave, who with her then-husband Alex planted the first 
vines on Long Island in 1973. “One minute they’re here and then 
they’re not.”

And the growing season continues.
For those who knew Ben, he was real terroir. A native of the 

North Fork, he was also a lover of the outdoors and attuned to 
the way of nature, following her changes and gifts from year to 
year—a living embodiment of a steward of the land. “It inte-
grated completely into his life,” says Richard Olsen-Harbich, 
winemaker at Raphael, where Ben worked for years. “And he was 
really good at it.”

Bob Palmer was one of the first to take Long Island wines to 
a larger table. He shopped his wine up and down the Eastern Sea-
board, to Canada and California, gaining distributors in Boston 
and Florida and entering competitions, while knowing that any 
exposure good for his winery was also good for the region. “He 
saw the big picture,” says Jane Baxter Lynn, executive director of 
the Long Island Wine Council from 2000—when Palmer was not 
a member—to 2004. “He gave me the benefit of the doubt and 
never looked back.” At the time of his death, Palmer was serving 
as the president of the council.

What Roman Roth, Wölffer’s winemaker for 17 years, remem-
bers most about his boss was his penchant for taking everything 
just one step further. In 2001, when they decided to make a pre-
mium wine, the Premier Cru, German-born Wölffer wanted the 
best and most expensive wine on the East End. 

“The goal was to make a very special Long Island wine,” saiys-
Roth, “but he went all the way. He pushed you to step it up an-
other notch, he wouldn’t stay at the same spot; he would inch it a 
little further.” The wine retailed for $125. 

“Each one in their own way made a valuable contribution to 
the wine community that’s for sure,” says Ursula Massoud, an 
owner of Paumanok Vineyards in Aquebogue. 

Three and a half decades old, the Long Island Wine Industry 
will certainly face future losses, as well as new growth. That’s what 
life in a vineyard is all about. 
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