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Panetta’s prize for bin Laden’s capture: a $10,000
bottle of wine
Panetta wins bet with restaurateur

By Kevin Howe
Global Research, November 01, 2011
Monterey County - The Herald 1 November
2011

Region: USA
Theme: Terrorism

 

Ted Balestreri  holds a bottle of 1870 Chateau Lafite Rothschild in the… (VERN FISHER/The
Herald)Clarification:  An  earlier  version  of  this  story  said  the  prize  was  for  the  death  of
Osama bin Laden. Ted Balestreri, co-owner of the Sardine Factory, promised Leon Panetta
he would share his bottle of 1870 Chateau Lafite Rothschild if Panetta, then the director of
the CIA, captured Osama bin Laden. A story and its headline on Wednesday inaccurately
portrayed the intent of Balestreri’s offer. “No one celebrates the death of anyone,” he said
Wednesday.

The capture of Osama bin Laden will be toasted locally on New Year’s Eve with a $10,000,
141-year-old bottle of wine.

The libation will be the result of a bet made by Monterey restaurateur Ted Balestreri, co-
owner of the Sardine Factory on Cannery Row, at a dinner party last New Year’s Eve with 28
friends in the restaurant wine cellar.

Among those in on the bet: then-CIA Director Leon Panetta and his wife, Sylvia Panetta.

“I was talking about the wine collection,” Balestreri recalled Tuesday, “and somebody asked
me what was the oldest bottle of wine I had.”

It was a bottle of 1870 Chateau Lafite Rothschild, “and I told them I wasn’t going to serve it
up,” he said.

“But I said, ‘If Leon catches Osama bin Laden, we’ll open that bottle.'”

Panetta immediately replied, “You’re on!”

Balestreri said that at the time, he was kidding.

Five months later, on May 1, he was having dinner at the Monterey Peninsula Country Club
with friends when he received a phone call.
It was Sylvia Panetta.
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“She said, ‘Ted, get the wine opener ready,'” Balestreri said. “When I asked why, she said,
‘Go turn on your TV.'” Sylvia Panetta said Tuesday, “Leon called me about 7:15 on a Sunday
evening  and  told  me  to  turn  on  CNN because  the  president  was  going  to  make  an
announcement, and by the way, to call Ted and tell him to get ready to open that bottle of
wine. I had a quick flashback” about the New Year’s Eve bet.

When her husband told Balestreri that “you’re on,” she said, “Leon had that certain glint in
his eye. I thought something was up.”

Balestreri heard the news that a team of Navy Seals and the CIA raided bin Laden’s hideout
in Pakistan, shot him dead and spirited his body away.

“I was out 10 grand,” he said, “but it was worth every penny. It will be my honor to honor
one of America’s great heroes, probably of the century. Leon has made us all  proud. I
consider him and Sylvia the first family of the Monterey Peninsula.”

Balestreri said he will serve up the 1870 Ch teau Lafite Rothschild at the Sardine Factory at
the traditional private gathering in the wine cellar.

“I’ll probably have to serve it up with an eye-dropper to all 28 people,” he said.

“It should be fun,” Sylvia Panetta said. “There’ll be close to 30 people, so I suspect we’re
going to get a little teeny bit each.”

Kevin Howe can be reached at khowe@montereyherald.com
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