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Copia was but a gleam in Robert 
Mondavi’s eye. Two centerpieces of 
downtown — Napa Mill and the Napa 
Valley Opera House — hadn’t yet 
opened. Neither had Napa County’s first 
Walmart.

Voters had approved the Napa River flood 
control project two years earlier, but no 
dirt had been turned. The downtown 
riverfront was as forlorn as ever.

Napa has been on the move over the past 
decade. New developments and cultural 
changes have reconfigured the city in 
ways that would astonish anyone 
returning from a 10-year absence. 
Awakening as if from a deep sleep, the 
greater downtown area absorbed $400 
million in private investment. Hotels, 
restaurants and two major attractions — 
the Napa Valley Opera House and Copia, 
the American Center for Wine, Food and 
the Arts — opened their doors.

Public agencies funded another $170 
million in downtown infrastructure 
projects, exceeding anything in the city’s 
162-year history.

The downtown riverfront emerged at 
decade’s end as the city’s most stately 
public space, with an amphitheater park 
for public events, a riverside promenade 
and, as if a mirage, an expanse of 

Venetian-themed buildings waiting to 
come to life.

Downtown facelift

Tourists finally arrived downtown in 
substantial numbers, attracted by the 
proliferation of restaurants and wine 
tasting rooms if not the shopping, which 
diminished over the decade.

The most ballyhooed event of the decade 
was the 2001 opening of Copia, a food 
and wine center, art gallery and concert 
venue on the river’s edge at the Oxbow. 
Copia was touted as a game-changer that 
would bring prosperity to all of 
downtown. Finally, Napa Valley-bound 
tourists would have a reason for sampling 
the city’s pleasures.

Instead, Copia struggled for seven years, 
never finding the crowds or the revenues 
that it needed to survive. On a sad 
November day in 2008, Copia shut its 
doors, and shortly thereafter filed for 
bankruptcy.

While the future of the Copia property 
remains uncertain, development inspired 
by Copia defines the new central city. 
“Clearly it was a catalyst for many of the 
good things that happened downtown,” 
Dorothy Lind Salmon, a Copia booster, 
said.

Harry Price, a history-minded downtown 

developer, agreed. If Mondavi hadn’t 
planted Copia’s stake on the river’s edge, 
Price might never have gotten financing 
to turn old warehouses into restaurants, 
shops and a hotel at Napa Mill, he said.

The announcement of Copia’s coming 
and voter passage of the flood control 
financing in 1998 were powerful boosts at 
the end of the 20th century that helped 
launch the new one.

The day after flood control passed in 
1998, Greg Cole signed a lease for Cole’s 
Chop House, opening the flood gates for a 
dozen more restaurants of note in coming 
years.

“That’s when people realized it would be 
safe to invest in downtown,” Cole said. 
No one wants to sink big bucks in 
renovating buildings or opening 
businesses that will be flooded every few 
years, he said.

Bel Aire Plaza underwent a 
transformation as dramatic as 
downtown’s. When the decade began, Bel 
Aire was a quiet collection of 
mom-and-pop businesses anchored by the 
dowdy Montgomery Ward department 
store.

The implosion of the Montgomery Ward 
chain in 2001 set in motion the makeover 
of the north Napa center. A Whole Foods 
Market and Trader Joe’s succeeded a 
Ralphs supermarket; upscale barbecue 
and coffee replaced dry cleaners and 
inexpensive Chinese food.

Today, the center shows few traces of its 
former self.

Construction of the $55 million Trancas 
overpass at Highway 29 was a catalyst for 
Bel Aire Plaza’s redevelopment in much 
the same way that Copia energized 
downtown.

At the start of the decade, the design of 
the overpass was being hotly debated.

During the past nine years, the city’s 
population grew by 5,246. There were 
72,585 of us in the 2000 federal census. 
Last January the state Department of 
Finance put the total at 77,831.


