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ADVANCING tHE
UNiVerSiTy

By Julie Bos

many consider robert laWrence balzer 
this country’s first serious wine journalist. 
He wrote his first wine column for the 
Beverly Hills Citizen newspaper in 1937, 
when he was just 25. Seven decades and 
12 books later, Balzer has most certainly 
earned his distinction as this country’s 
preeminent wine expert. 

Recently, Cal Poly Pomona was on 
the receiving end of his generosity, when 
Balzer signed over decades of his personal 
archives to the university’s Special 
Collections Library.

In addition to his extensive collection 
of files and photographs are many unique 
wine artifacts, including an assortment of 
antique silver “wine tasters” or “tastevins” 
used to assess the color and clarity of wine; 
an ornately carved wine cabinet given to 
Balzer by Lilian Fontaine (the mother of his 
longtime friend, actress Olivia de Havilland); 
and antique Irish crystal wine glasses with 
rare and unique stem patterns.

“It is such an honor for the university 
to be receiving the legacy of Robert 
Lawrence Balzer, who has had such an 
enormous impact on the California wine 
industry and the acceptance of California 
wines worldwide,” says Bob Balzer (no 
relation), executive director of Cal Poly 
Pomona’s Capital Campaign. “This historical 
collection — spanning more than five 

decades — will position us as a valuable research venue for an industry that has become so 
vital to the state of California.”

“The university has been developing its wine industry collection since 1998, so this 
gift is a substantial and welcome addition,” he adds.

As a teacher, author and wine editor, Robert Lawrence Balzer says that educating 
people on California wines has been his life’s passion.

 “I feel I have been a champion and promoter of the California wine industry since the 
beginning,” Balzer says. “The Special Collections Library at Cal Poly Pomona has made it 
a priority to preserve the heritage of this industry and the people’s work that made it what 
it is today. There was no other institution who I would entrust to preserve my artifacts, 
writings and life’s endeavors than Cal Poly Pomona. Now my body of work will be available 
to others far beyond my lifetime.” For 32 years, Balzer served as the wine editor at the Los 
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Angeles Times. This venerable wine writer 
and celebrated Southern California wine 
and food personality has also written a 
dozen books, including “California’s Best 
Wines” (1948); “The Pleasures of Wine” 
(1964); “Adventures in Wine” (1969); 
“This Uncommon Heritage: The Paul 
Masson Story” (1970); “Discovering Italian 
Wines” (1971); “Balzer’s Book of Wines 
and Spirits” (1973); and “The Los Angeles 
Times Book of California Wines” (1984).

Through the years, Balzer also has 
contributed to Sunset magazine, Wine 
Enthusiast and Wine Spectator, as well 
as his own newsletter, Robert Lawrence 
Balzer’s Private Guide to Food & Wine. 
Balzer also oversaw food and wine at 
the presidential inaugurations of Ronald 
Reagan in 1981 and 1985, as well as for 
George H. W. Bush in 1989. 

In fact, Ernest Gallo once said of Balzer: 
“The California wine industry owes Robert 
Lawrence Balzer more than you can imagine. 
Without his writings, California wines would 
not be where they are today. His work 
legitimized our industry to the world.”

Robert Lawrence Balzer also has 
a spiritual side. Since the early 1950s, 
he has studied Buddhism, at one time 
at a temple in Cambodia where he was 
ordained as a teaching monk. Indeed, 
teaching may be his greatest passion. Over 
the years, winemakers have made regular 
pilgrimages to speak to Balzer’s classes, 
which developed an almost cult-like 
following among students.

Today, at age 96, Balzer’s primary 
focus is writing his memoirs, called “Face 
the Tiger.” 

 Soon, Cal Poly Pomona students 
and visitors will be able to appreciate 
the notable materials of this wine 
legend. Exhibits of the actual items will 
be announced in the future once the 
final collection is received, archived and 
assembled. In the future, the university 
plans to raise funds for an endowment to 
display and help maintain the collection. 

Among items in the collection: 
assorted 19th century European wine tasters, Austrian crystal wine goblets, Irish crystal dessert 
wine glasses, an oil portrait painted by Balzer of his friend Harrison Burton Lethbridge, a bust 
of Balzer by Italian sculptor Achille Guzzardella and a terra cotta horse sculpture.
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