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FOR MY PARENTS,
who taught me to love wine and books



One

Wine Happens
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This is the story of how wine brought me back from the dead.

If I want to be more provocative, I could say a hearty portion of this story is how my life and work as a minister drove me to wine. Tales about drink and religion usually go the other way. Ordinarily in these stories a renowned Saturday-night lush wakes up to become a Sunday-morning teetotaler. I’m all for that when the alternatives are addiction and self-annihilation, but otherwise I think freshly discovered faith should be rewarded with a generous pour of something good. The path will get rough, trust me. Wine will help.

I was ordained as a Presbyterian, but I grew up a Lutheran. I was an only child—a fact that always prompts people to say, “That explains so much.” My parents and I were a mildly churchgoing family, though most of the prayers offered in our household went up on Saturdays during University of Washington football games. Our minister back then would talk from the pulpit about the scotch he drank the night before. I don’t remember his name, but I do remember he told me that my nerdish high school persona would one day translate into popularity with girls. So he was both a drinker and a liar. I underwent the two-year confirmation process in that Lutheran church to become a full-fledged member, though my dad made sure to stress that my studies were the priority.

Surprising to us all, during my senior year of high school, I found myself sitting in a Southern Baptist church. And not only on Sunday mornings. Often, I was there on Sunday nights as well, when I should have been studying. Southern Baptists have a lot of time for church because they are not out drinking on weekends. I spent so much of my time there for the same reason any seventeen-year-old boy avidly attends church. Her name was Hannah—she had a biblical name and legs that inspired much Bible study. She was the captain of the dance team at our high school, with long, fiery hair and the almost transparent alabaster skin tone only truly revealed in Pacific Northwest gloom. That relationship was heartache, but those abstemious Republicans at that church taught me a more spirited experience of religion than I had known before. Ironic, because they tried to persuade me that the cup of the Last Supper was nonalcoholic.

The truth is the ancient world knew no such thing as unfermented grape juice, at least not with a shelf life longer than Nana’s afternoon nap. Grape juice doesn’t happen for long without refrigeration and airtight seals. I suppose our ancestors could have boiled freshly squeezed juice to preserve it, but then they would be spreading it on Fertile Crescent rolls, not drinking it, and even then ambient yeasts would slowly make it into a happy brunch or sour vinegar. Grape juice as we know it wasn’t invented until the 1860s, by a Methodist minister named Thomas Bramwell Welch, who was shocked to discover that all these wild grapes, without adult supervision, were turning into wine. He was determined to take the alcohol out of Communion wine and put a swift end to the wild Sunday sunrise parties raging in churches across the land. The advent of grape juice was an opening salvo in the war for national prohibition, bathtub gin, and organized crime. Reverend Welch employed the new tools available to his era: pasteurization—precisely heating a liquid to kill bacteria and alcohol-producing yeast, and refrigeration—cooling the juice to the point that airborne yeasts couldn’t reactivate fermentation. Welch cooked up a few batches of what he called “unfermented wine,” and Welch’s grape juice was born. Church got just a little bit more boring.

[image: ]

When I tell religious types that I used to work in ministry and now I work in wine, I get one of three reactions. If I am talking to a Southern Baptist or a Pentecostal, I get squinty eyes and sharp intakes of breath, pamphlets for healing prayer groups, signs of the cross while slowly backing away. I once put out on the internet that I keep a wine journal, and an evangelical type responded, “Is that like an alcoholic’s diary?” But, if I tell the same thing to a Catholic or an Episcopalian, they exclaim, “Oh, that totally follows! Let me buy you a drink!” If I am talking to a Presbyterian or a Lutheran, I am awarded a lecture about craft beer. At one of my first wine jobs, we used to call these types “beerdos,” which works on two levels because they have beards and are weird about beer.

Yet it was their equally eccentric hero, Martin Luther, who said, “Beer is made by men, wine by God,” and before lab-manufactured grape juice, eight thousand years of religious tradition around the world declared that wine was a gift of the gods. Wine was not invented or conceived of by humans. Wine was discovered. It is not unlike the first time a guy hit two rocks together in frustration, sent up a spark, smoked out everyone in the cave, and slept outside alone that night.

All it takes to create wine are wild grapevines, sunlight to ripen sugars, and some peripatetic yeasts. There was probably a woman, a gatherer of wild grapes, who filled her basket to the brim and left it for a while. The grapes at the bottom were crushed by the weight, and they surrendered their juice to the yeasts wandering by and pausing on the grape skins, which then completed their proper vocation, transforming the sugars in the juice into alcohol and carbon dioxide. Wine, you see, wanted to be found.

When our sober ancestor returned to her basket after some time, the juice was bubbling and alive and strangely warm. Something had changed. It was a sticky and tantalizing blend of sweet and sour. It smelled different, it tasted different, and it felt different. When she tasted it, something changed in her. Her head felt a little lighter, her face a little warmer, her body a little freer. It was the ancient world’s first mellow buzz.

Wine in its rawest form isn’t made. Wine happens. Here is a little playful trickery, an intoxicating accident, a miracle tripped over. An elixir that can make a laborious life just a little bit easier. It would take a long while to figure out how to make and store good wine and how to recreate the miracle consistently. But over time the mystics, poets, and philosophers would come to celebrate wine for its ability to open the mind and free the body, to reveal the secrets of the heart, and to banish fear and worry. As the Roman poet Horace encouraged his friends, “Smooth out with wine the worries of a wrinkled brow.” Is it any wonder that wine became the centerpiece of religious tables and a core symbol of heaven’s love for earth that continues to this day? The ancient lyrics exult that “wine gladdens the human heart” and “cheers both gods and mortals.”

At the time these wine revelations were first taking hold of me, I was leading a life that needed a tall glass of gladdening. I lived thirty miles or so east of Los Angeles, that sunny megalopolis I had once heckled from my misty northwestern perch of Seattle, and I was driving the 210 to the 605 to the 10 to nursing homes and strange neighborhoods at all hours of the day and night. I was a hospice chaplain. If you are unfamiliar, hospice is end-of-life care, a service for the terminally ill, for when the doctor throws up his hands and says, “There is nothing more I can do.” And I was a chaplain, a minister working outside church walls, who showed up at death’s door to listen or pray or sit quietly at grieving bedsides. For a while I worked daytime shifts, and the sunshine illuminating my drives between nursing homes and shining in the windows of living rooms converted into dying rooms kept my spirits lighter. But then I was moved to the on-call night shift, when my work schedule became midnight to eight in the morning.

I was a hospice chaplain, working the graveyard shift. I was the Grim Reaper’s wingman.

When a patient was dealing with an emotional or spiritual issue after hours, I was summoned. I would get a call at three in the morning that a patient was threatening suicide, which wakes you up considerably faster than coffee, believe me. I would keep him on the phone as long as I could, urgently empathizing, asking questions about the specificity of his plan, with a second phone nearby if I needed to call 911.

Those were the extreme situations, but most of my work was what we called “death visits.” A patient on our service would die in the night, and Telecare would alert me to go help the family cope with their loss. Each night I slept, or tried to sleep, with a beeper next to my ear. Yes, a bona fide circa-1991 beeper. For the record, when you take a beeper to the City of Industry in the middle of the night, people will assume you are a drug dealer.

After that dreadful piece of retro-tech would scream me awake, making my heart beat out of my neck, I would gather myself and don a button-down shirt with rolled-up sleeves and khaki pants, the outfit of choice for the casual, off-hours hospice chaplain. Then I would drive my black 2003 Honda CRV through the starless LA night, battling my grogginess with saccharine pop music, to the patient’s house to witness the death. I would walk in the door and everyone would clear a path. “Shhhh, the minister is here,” they would say. Sometimes the family would want me to sound official, to make a “pronouncement,” so I would put two fingers on the patient’s neck for a few seconds and then summon my best primetime doctor impression to say, “Time of death: 4:40 a.m., January 23.” Then I would close the patient’s eyes. I would call the funeral home, flush the Morphine and Ativan and other meds down the toilet, and then, if they wanted, sit with the family until the men in suits and white gloves appeared with a gurney, usually ninety minutes later. Then I would never see that family again.

Those were hard nights. In the years I did that job, they never got easier. I played a meaningful role, and the families I passed in the nights were usually grateful for my prayers, yet I felt there was a certain futility to it all. Secretly, I wondered if I was doomed to wander the earth in the dark watches of the night like Jacob Marley, observing human misery, unable to do much of anything about it.

In my off hours, I was the only person I knew who could drain the life out of the most jovial cocktail party by simply mentioning what I did for a living. Here would be an unsuspecting accountant just trying to make a little small talk, reaching for a piece of smoked gouda, asking innocuously, “So, Adam, what do you do for work?”

“Uhhh, well, I’m a chaplain and grief counselor in, um, hospice,” I would stammer. The record would scratch, the room would freeze, and a Southern lady in the corner would faint. They would look at me like I just said, “I am a hit man, and you are my next target.” It turns out that the only public topic more distasteful than religion is death.

In my work, I suffered regularly from what is officially called “compassion fatigue,” and what unofficially feels like walking in ten feet of water. Everything is slow, exhausting, and a little blurry. I felt trapped in my best intentions to do good, flailing in a world that was slowly drowning me. Strangers always said, upon finding out I worked in hospice, “Oh, that takes a really special person.” I knew I wasn’t that special. At the same time, I did truly want to help people, to find genuine connection, to offer a teaspoon of comfort to these families on one of the worst nights of their lives. I was taking my shoes off to stand on holy ground night after night, sometimes holding hands with patients when they took their final breath. But then I would look down after a while and see that my naked feet were dirty and calloused and stained with blood. It was getting harder to walk. Sometimes I feared that my patients were not the only ones who were dying.

I gained a good twenty pounds during my hospice nights, a comfort-food layer of defense against the darkness. I would circle the Del Taco drive-thru or plant at the Claremont Village Grill counter regularly after death visits, less out of hunger and more out of late-night solidarity, just to encounter my brothers and sisters of the moonlight, anyone who was awake in those lonely hours while the world slept tight. My schedule and work were further straining a marriage that was slowly falling apart. I would stagger home at nine in the morning after an all-night bender of death visits, curl into the fetal position on my olive-green couch, and fitfully sleep through episodes of Rick Steves’ Europe until dinnertime, not wanting to talk to anyone, dreaming of being anywhere else in the world other than here.
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While almost everywhere sounded better than my place of captivity, I was dreaming of a promised land, where the wine flows, the mountains climb out of the sea, and to my knowledge at the time, no one dies. A hundred and fifty miles north of my couch, the Santa Ynez Valley stretched like an accordion from the 101 Freeway west toward the bracing Pacific and east toward Los Padres National Forest. It is a fairytale world where pinot noir and cabernet sauvignon are practically neighbors, with only syrah in between. In the heart of Santa Barbara County, Santa Ynez is the first great wine region you come to when accelerating north out of LA, which I did often and with increasing speed after I first discovered it.

On the western outskirts of the Santa Ynez Valley is a coastal fogbound town called Lompoc, which was founded in 1874, in a tantalizing irony, as a temperance colony. If you bought land in Lompoc back then, you signed a contract that declared, “No vinous, malt, spirituous, or other intoxicating liquors shall ever be manufactured or sold upon any portion of the ranchos purchased by this corporation.” The founding fathers of Lompoc kept the spirits at bay for twenty-five years, after which all its parched residents up and partied like it was 1899. Now Lompoc is home to some of the best pinot noir and chardonnay vineyards in the world.

Follow Route 246 east from Lompoc, and the average temperature climbs about a degree for every mile you travel away from the Pacific Ocean. Forty-five minutes later, you arrive at the eastern flank of Santa Ynez, to a sunbaked land called Happy Canyon, so named because during Prohibition this was where the moonshine was run. “I’m takin’ a trip up Happy Canyon,” you’d say in Santa Barbara in the Roaring ’20s when you were on the hunt for bootlegged hooch. The name stuck, and the canyon is still a happy one, as now kingly Arabian horses run free and thirsty visitors find the most prized sauvignon blanc vineyards on the California Central Coast and some upstart cabernet. In France, pinot noir and cabernet sauvignon have to be planted an entire country apart in order to find the right climates for their flourishing. In the Santa Ynez Valley, pinot and cab are planted twenty-five miles apart.

As I struggled through my hospice nights, I couldn’t stop thinking about Santa Ynez—this strange and beautiful valley stretched between a dry town and a wet canyon, a cool maritime climate giving way to its hot inland neighbor, that felt like my elusive promised land but somehow also like a timeline, etched in dirt and written in skies, of my life and spiritual wanderings. Somehow in that valley those fiery, teetotaling Southern Baptists who gave me faith are squared off in perpetual conversation with the Episcopalians who pour me the sacrament these days—and keep buying me drinks.

Some time ago, I left hospice and moved to the Santa Ynez Valley. Now I work in wine. This has been far from a straight trip up Happy Canyon, believe me. Recently, a nosy woman on a wine tour I led peppered me with personal questions all afternoon, and at the end of the day she concluded, “Adam, your story is exhausting!” Tell me about it. This is the corkscrewing tale of how I got to Santa Ynez, eventually, and the questions that came up along the way. You and I are going to take a long wine tour together on our way there, and we will make plenty of stops for a glass and some local wine history. As you will see, I reached into the old, old story of wine in order to find my new story, which begins, as so many wine love stories do, in the French countryside.

Most stories about religion and drink are stories of recovery. I’m not sure if mine isn’t a story about recovery, too.
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A hand-drawn, antique-looking, grayscale map shows the entire country of France. South of the country is the Mediterranean Sea, with an image of an old ship in it. To the west of France, we see the Atlantic Ocean; to the north, the English Channel. Mountains are shown in the south of France, and many key regions are listed: Provence in the southeast, Bordeaux in the southwest, Champagne in the north, Alsace in the northeast, and the Loire Valley in the central region. Also marked is the Rhone River as it cuts through the Rhone Valley and the French Alps and empties into the Mediterranean. A few French cities are also listed.






Two

The Way of Van Gogh
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I became much more devoted to wine when I started working in hospice. This provoked a little concern among some in my family, since we admittedly have had a few wooden legs in our family tree, but I was spending more time reading about wine than drinking it. I kept issues of Wine Spectator in my car, and I would read them over lunch and in between patient appointments. Let’s be honest though: sometimes knowing I had a half bottle of Chablis at home was enough to get me through a day of watching people die. It was better than bobbing for olives in a bucket of martinis.

I had enjoyed wine for years before that, thanks to the generous cellar in my family’s basement in Seattle, mostly back then a collection of Napa Cab, which I first started to partake of during breaks in college. My parents uncorked a ’73 Heitz Martha’s Vineyard on the day I was born, and that probably sealed my fate as a future wine devotee. Like most men, however, I didn’t think too much about wine until I started dating. Then I discovered that women were more impressed when you could order a bottle off the wine list, even if it was a fifteen-dollar Columbia Crest Merlot, rather than a metal pail of Coronas or a Cool Breeze smoothie.

After a few years of hospice work, I had hoarded enough vacation days for a summer wine adventure to France. Leading up to it, just the thought of two weeks away from hospice made me feel drunk with anticipation. Then, at eight in the morning on the first day of May, my boss called me into the conference room, where I was greeted by Human Resources and a purple folder containing instructions on how to apply for unemployment and extend my medical benefits. It was a very cordial layoff. But I didn’t let that stop me from skipping my beeper across the conference table, saying, “Take the damn thing!” and drinking a healthy amount of Stag’s Leap Cab that night.

A severe recession was ravaging the economy like a virus through a vineyard, though I noticed I was the only chaplain laid off from our hospice, even though others had been hired after me. My boss later explained that he chose me because I had recently signed a contract to write a book about listening, a skill that had been central to the job I just lost, so, he said, “You were in a better financial place than the others.” It astounds me how the myth that writers make money continues to be so powerful. I consider it a ruse at least equal to the notion that pulling your friend’s finger when he asks is a good idea.
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Now that I was no longer leading the swanky lifestyle of a hospice chaplain, my wife and I thought about canceling our trip to France, but there had already been enough disappointment and tension between us that year. We would largely be spending money we didn’t have, but for some reason I knew I had to go. I had never been to Europe. I had never been anywhere outside the United States except for a couple of highly controlled excursions off a cruise ship and a high school band trip to Victoria. A fortnight in France lay ahead, with one week in Paris and a second in Provence in the south. And a tootle on the train from Paris to Champagne.

Some people are born to wander, while others develop a taste for travel on a summer vacation or a semester abroad. My openness to international travel developed along with my palate. Wine lovers like to say that a wine is a trip in a bottle. By that measure I had traveled the globe without leaving my dinner table. I loved wine’s ability to transport me, to enable me to taste a place and dine with people thousands of miles away. At the same time, the more I drank wines from countries I had never been to, the more I wanted to see them for myself. I found myself poring over old maps of France and Italy and Germany, when admittedly a few years before it would have taken me a couple of tries to point out France on a map of Europe.

I became enamored not only with tasting the wines of the world but with the history of wine and the people who have made it for over eight thousand years. All my history-nerd receptors were activated when I began to learn that the story of wine is nothing less than the story of Western civilization and of the Mediterranean cultures that shaped it. All the ancient societies I had studied in seminary textbooks were turning up again in my wine books, and this time I was paying far more attention. The earliest evidence of winemaking was discovered in a tiny Georgian village in the Caucasus Mountains near the Black Sea, dated to around 6000 BCE. From there and other nearby hills wine spread to all the peoples getting comfortable in the cradle of civilization. Wine would become the lubricant of empire. Over the centuries, the great empires, from Egypt to Greece to Rome, told the world of their power and culture with a steady flow of wine, and with it they toasted military victories, healed their sick, met and placated their gods, aroused fertility, and fueled philosophical debate. Some even ferried their dead to the shores of the afterlife on a river of wine.

I longed to stand on those holy and ancient soils, the hillsides where history and wine poured together. No drink inspires such pilgrim zeal for the places the raw materials are grown like wine. Yes, the Guinness brewery draws hearty crowds, and scotch devotees weep peaty tears on Highland moors, but those are where the draught and smoke water are made, not usually the source of the hops and barley. When it comes to beer and spirits, it is the process that makes the real difference. When it comes to wine, it is the place. The more I drank good wine, the more I found myself longing to hear the crunch of the ground between the vines that bear my favorite fruit. For me, the heart of wine culture beats in the stone villages of the French countryside. I knew I needed to drink at the source.
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I am aware there is a segment of the population who discover their eyes involuntarily plunging back into their skulls the moment someone starts talking about wine. You may already know this, but the word sommelier is actually French for “professional wine douche.” I am not entirely sure why oenophiles (wine lovers) are automatically relegated, by some sectors of society, to the realm of snobs and elitists and those who aspire to elitist snobbery. Perhaps it’s because we use words like sommelier and oenophile.

I know from experience that wine as a pleasurable drink and dinner companion is one thing, but initiation into wine culture can be something else. For a business that specializes in supervising the graceful rotting of fruit, the wine industry takes itself terribly seriously. I have had moments of wondering if wine culture is the Hollywood of the beverage world—self-important and self-congratulatory, throwing itself parties and handing out awards when the rest of the world just needs a drink to get by.

This is nothing new: throughout the epochs of human history, wine has often been stored in the cellars of the few. Just like today, beer was the drink of the masses, though that narrative loses more credibility every time a guy in rural Pennsylvania orders an eleven-dollar IPA. Wine snobbery goes all the way back to ancient Egypt and Babylon, where because of climates too sweltering for growing quality wine grapes, wine had to be shipped in from mountainous regions of the Fertile Crescent, and steep transportation costs ensured wine’s scarcity and expense. If you were in Babylon and wanted wine shipped from Armenia, for example, the trade route only went in one direction, with the flow of the river current. The vessel carrying the wine would be dismantled after it arrived in Babylon, so if you wanted wine from Armenia, you had to buy the whole damn boat.

Ancient wine was the beverage of kings and queens, who were entombed with quantities of wine sufficient for raging afterlife parties. One thirsty Pharaoh, Scorpion I, was buried with the equivalent of fifty-six hundred bottles of wine. Even the later Greeks, who championed democracy in both governing and drinking, doled out the good stuff to the higher classes, while the working classes drank a low-alcohol beverage called lora, made from leftover grape skins and water. It was a thin, bitter brew that would sometimes get contaminated by bacteria undeterred by the 3 percent alcohol solution. A good batch could be light and refreshing; a bad batch carried a perfume of eau de Aegean mouthwash. And later during the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church often withheld the sacramental cup from everyday drinkers, and the priests took the holy wine for themselves.

Still, most people don’t know the long history of wine douchebaggery, and I struggle to fully understand why wine expertise provokes such ire in some people. I know a lot about baseball too, but when I talk about slugging percentage or the infield shift there aren’t people in the room who look like they want to take the nearest bottle of Champagne and christen me like a ship. I suspect the problem is not wine itself but those few connoisseurs who want wine to be a rarified status symbol in order to prove something about themselves. Every field will always have those people who want to turn their passion into social cachet, especially when the club membership dues are high.

I do think there is value in becoming more sophisticated in our tastes—and not just for the sake of ascending the snoot ladder. There was a time in my young life when I insisted on eating hot dogs for dinner when my parents ate steak. Now something feels off about going out for that special dinner and asking for spicy mustard and extra relish. But developing your palate to me is more about learning to pay attention, persistently seeking a fuller experience in a world of thin experiences. Perhaps the best antidote for boredom is attentiveness. If, instead of merely letting the pleasant effects of a wine passively wash over you, you get all your senses involved for a little while, then you can know not only what you like but why you like it. You can grow in your abilities to notice the subtle flavors and the small sensations that touch every inch of your palate. Tasting wine like this can inspire a surprising amount of joy, even teach us to listen better to life’s whispers. Maybe tasting deeper can help us to live deeper.

I won’t deny that wine is an intimidating subject, even for those of us who have studied it for years, but I maintain that wine should be far more scared of us than we are of it. For all the superiority and status wine inspires, let’s remember it entered the world when someone stepped on a grape. I can only speak for myself when I say that not only has wine not closed me off from others or the world but it has opened me in so many ways. It has been through wine that I have embraced places and people and skies and dirt and even my own deepest desires in ways I never did before I started caring about crushed grapes.
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That summer Paris was enchanting, magical, and perfect, and everything you have heard about it is true. I thought there was no way Paris could meet my soaring expectations, and it would be another mediocre Christmas morning after a sleepless night of anticipation. Imagine instead that you dreamed for months of a new baseball glove and bat, and you woke on Christmas morning to find you now own the Boston Red Sox and a lifetime supply of the flakiest croissants in all the land. That was Paris.

King Louis VII once remarked, rather ruefully, that “in France we have nothing but bread, wine, and joy.” It’s a hard life, Louie. I drank the best espresso of my life each morning looking across the Seine at Notre Dame. I shopped for books with Hemingway and Fitzgerald. I ate cake with Marie Antoinette. I took all kinds of opium at Montmartre with Picasso and Monet and Degas. I drank Bordeaux and Champagne with fromage and escargot and moules frites and boeuf bourguignon and bazooka-sized baguettes nine hours a day and didn’t gain any weight. I ate raw beef and kept it down. Paris is a miracle. I have no idea when Parisians work because every café is full all afternoon and every bistro all night, and the streets bustle until two in the morning. Paris will make you question all the life and work choices you have ever made. Your life is a sham in Paris.

That about wraps up the City of Lights. My French romance really heated up a week later, beginning with the six-hundred-kilometer trip on the TGV south to Provence. Having lived in Southern California much of my adult life, I had grown accustomed to the rhythm of the 10 and 405 freeways, moving at the speed humans were designed to travel—an angry seven miles per hour. I was not prepared for the glories of European rail travel. The Metrolink in Los Angeles takes you through the underbelly of urban sprawl, stopping about every eight minutes to pick up more teenage hooligans and comic-book villains. The TGV was like a library hurtling south—quiet and clean, full of readers and whispers.

Heading south, the cityscape of Paris is quickly replaced by green hills capped with outcroppings of white rock, sprawling meadows, and dense forests, broken up occasionally by weathered stone villages and men dressed like old-time sea captains mingling with herds of cows and goats. It boasted a shade of green in mid-June that could only be achieved by a historically wet March back in Los Angeles. Aside from the bullet on rails whizzing by, it appeared to be a land with little interest in modernity. I had to resist the urge to jump off the train.

As we passed one particularly large woodland, I recalled that the great forests in the center of France were once planted to build up the French naval fleet. In the mid-1600s, the French finance minister reported to King Louis XIV that the Dutch fleet outnumbered the French navy thirty to one, with the Dutch boasting fifteen thousand ships while the French set sail with a jaunty five hundred boats, most of which were used for Riviera booze cruises. The Sun King felt ship envy, and he ordered the planting of vast oak forests in the heart of the country—including the Tronçais Forest, which our train must have passed near on the journey south—to supply an armada he hoped would rival the Dutch.

The reason I know this sweet piece of history is that now Tronçais, among a select handful of French forests, supplies the timber for French wine barrels. The French never became the looming sea power the Sun King hoped for, but the trees he planted now make the best and most expensive wine barrels in the world. A new French oak barrel large enough to hold three hundred bottles of wine will set you back as much as three thousand dollars. The secret to their barrels, because I know you are asking, is the character of the wood, which is the result of the life in forests like Tronçais. Those white oaks grow slowly in their misty, cool environment and they reach straight up to the sky, clamoring for the sun shining above a crowded forest floor. The slower a tree grows, the tighter together are the grains of its wood, which makes for a less porous surface and less oxygen penetrating its material. The timber of French oak is so straight, out of the survival-motivated vertical instincts of the trees, that it is easily split with an axe, whereas American oak must usually be sawed. Younger American oak trees grow faster and less vertically, resulting in broader grains and more porous material.

The sum of it all is that wine stored in French barrels ages more gracefully, due to smaller amounts of oxygen seeping through the oak staves, and has subtle woody and spice flavors, whereas wine in American barrels ages faster, allowing more oxygen in, and has more prominent oak flavors. Bourbon is aged in American oak, and if you have ever had a young Bourbon straight out of a cask, you know it is like licking a drunk two-by-four.

This is what a wine geek thinks about while looking out the window of a French train. Only the French could manage to plant trees that are polished and well-bred. I think it is fascinating when wines reflect the broader culture in which they are raised. We will meet some exceptions to this in the Mediterranean heat, but French wines tend to be quiet and elegant, with somewhat hidden qualities that come out over time. They are not in a rush. They flirt and tease. Popular American wines, in turn, are often bold and outgoing, with higher alcohol percentages and more explosive flavors. They carry themselves like some of the other American tourists I encountered on the trip: loud and easy to pick out. Somehow, our oak barrels are more aggressive and eager to make their mark quickly. In America, even our trees are extroverted.
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It had been up to me to decide which French wine region we would visit after Paris. I knew I wouldn’t be content dabbling for a day or two in multiple regions, so I had to choose one. It was like ordering just a single course off the menu of a Michelin star restaurant. Every major wine region in France is iconic and unique, specializing in particular grapes and styles of wine and regional cuisine that is designed to meet the local wines at the table. Even though they are all of the same species—vitis vinifera (“wine-bearing vine”)—individual varieties of wine grapes thrive in different climates. In the cool inland, Burgundy grows chardonnay and pinot noir; Bordeaux in the warm southwest farms cabernet sauvignon and merlot and sauvignon blanc, among a few others. Cab was my first love, but pinot is my ride home. When the state of California finally decrees that I can marry pinot noir, you will be getting your save-the-date.

In the end, I didn’t choose the region to visit based only on wine. I chose where Vincent van Gogh used to paint. In the months leading up to the trip, I read everything I could find about Vincent. I developed a strange fascination with him, and he became a ghostly companion, an eccentric one-eared muse to me. I wanted to see horizons and lights and trees like he did, alive and talking to us. Like Vincent, I was beginning to find more life in landscapes and night skies than in religious buildings.

Back in the day, like every other college student in the Western Hemisphere, I had a print of Starry Night tacked to my dorm-room wall. But now there was something about impressionism, in this less sophomoric stage of my life, that was drawing me in again. While the vivid colors on nature scenes first enthrall your eye, there is something more existential in the way impressionist paintings are created. If you narrow your gaze to one small section of an impressionist painting, all you can see are wild splotches of color that appear to have no guiding purpose or shape. But when you stand back and take in the whole of the work, it all comes together. All those thick strokes of color combine, almost magically, to create a vibrant, incandescent scene that appears to the human eye to be alive and moving. On some subconscious level I needed that to be true about life, too.

The freshly unoccupied hours of unemployed life had brought some buried questions a little closer to the surface. I wondered that summer if my life had become a gallery of strange decisions, an unfinished hodgepodge of arbitrary, slapdash strokes. I was struggling to find any unity in it, much less conscious purpose or movement. I realized that for a long season of my life I had been making choices almost exclusively by whatever door happened to open to me, no matter whether I actually desired what was behind that door and without much thought for what pitfalls may lurk on the other side. What was I creating by merely walking wherever more ground appeared? I didn’t know. I had no real allegiance to the career path I was on, no real commitment to where I lived or ties to the people I lived around.

How did I even end up as a hospice chaplain? I actually think I knew the answer to that question. Pain is what found me in hospice. I will have more to say about that later. For now I will say that pain is what drew me to Vincent.

A few details in the personal life of Vincent van Gogh have been thoroughly rehearsed. Yes, he presented his ear in a napkin to a lady of the Provençal nighttime, as you do when you’re distraught. And he died of a festering revolver wound to the abdomen, which was assumed for decades to be the suicidal action of an unwell man, but in recent years that theory has come under scrutiny. No matter how unbalanced, who tries to take his life by shooting himself in the stomach? The prevailing theory goes that he aimed for his chest but missed, much like how sometimes I try to put my fork in my mouth but end up stabbing myself in the arm. Plus, at the time Vincent was painting in a flourish, producing almost a work a day, and he seemed to be in high spirits. Vincent’s recent defenders have proposed the alternative theory that the local teenagers who harassed him out in the fields shot him, but Vincent, the sad, kindly man he was, covered for them by saying he shot himself. For reasons I didn’t understand at the time, I deeply wanted this explanation to be correct. I became an ardent Van Gogh defender for a while, but I found “Did you know Vincent van Gogh didn’t really kill himself?!” to be an awkward conversation starter with strangers.

There is much more to Vincent’s life than those gory details. For example, you may not know that at one point he tried to marry his cousin. His uncle refused the engagement, not because it was super weird but because Vincent didn’t make enough money. Try coming back from that. As his biographer Irving Stone, who wrote a novel based on careful readings of the artist’s personal correspondence, portrays him, Vincent lived his life in the shadow of a great rejection, another spurned marriage proposal when he was young. Vincent proposed marriage with about the same frequency as most of us order a cappuccino. The first time around, he was a promising art salesman in London, his unguarded, squishy heart devoted to a young woman named Ursula. He couldn’t wait any longer, and he let the paint spill one evening on his intention to marry her, in the garden outside her home. Ursula’s response? “How extraordinary that you shouldn’t know. I have been engaged for over a year.” How extraordinary that you failed to ever mention a fiancé, Ursula. But Vincent, undeterred, leaned in to kiss her. Ursula pushed him away, and as she fled to the safety of her mother’s house, she turned and yelled, “Red-headed fool!”

The marks made on Vincent’s heart were permanent. He changed into a man who seemed to identify himself with pain, and here was where I began to relate to him. As Stone interpreted Vincent’s letters to his brother Theo, “Pain did curious things to him. It made him sensitive to the pain of others. It made him intolerant of everything that was cheap and blatantly successful in the world about him. . . . The only pictures in which he could find reality and emotional depth were the ones in which the artists had expressed pain.”

This could easily be the description of the inner life of a hospice chaplain. There is a perspective that comes from being with people at the end of life, a rejection of the trappings of success and happy disguises we wear to fool everyone and often even ourselves that we are invincible. When you start to see life through the lens of death that will one day mercilessly take us all, ordinary human behavior has a way of looking rather odd. The eccentric passions that humans devote themselves to, the inconveniences that cause such outrage, the relentless hours of work at the expense of intimacy, all of it starts to seem quite idiosyncratic and futile. Yet life outside of hospice goes on as it always has, people indulging all the strange instincts their genetics afford, and then there I am, standing behind soundproof glass, shouting, “Why don’t you see what I see?! Don’t you know this will all end?”

But another voice in my head says that the problem with viewing life with the end in mind is that it leaves you with nowhere to go. It has always been the peculiar glory of human beings that we live and work and have sex and play music and drain wine glasses while the sun is slowly setting on us all. Perhaps it is grace that most of us don’t fade into hopelessness but keep trying to make meaning in a life that has an expiration date. As Vincent himself put it in a letter to his brother Theo, “However meaningless and vain, however dead life appears, the man of faith, of energy, of warmth . . . steps in and does something.”

Even though I wasn’t working in hospice at this point, it still had a way of shadowing me. Hospice had changed me into someone who empathized with pain wherever I went, even to search for it in its buried places. This was a dramatic shift for me, as I had lived so much of my life at arm’s length, eagerly detached from the hidden lives of others. Now I seemed to have a sixth sense for the hurt of other people, and my outward presence must have opened, because now others were seeking me out to share their grief, when before they would have run far away. It was a dreadful softening of my heart. I was becoming more vulnerably human, more able to feel pain, and I was quietly grateful for that, but the heartbreak and loss that was rushing in threatened to crowd out my capacity for joy. Pain opened me, changed me, and sometimes pursued me like a hunter. Like Vincent, I began even to be attracted to situations and relationships scarred by pain.

You may not know that after his great heartbreak, Vincent became a missionary. Disenchanted with the shallow and profit-driven world of art dealers, he turned to the vocation of his father, a Dutch Reformed minister. He struggled, however, with traditional theological studies and instead found himself a few months later on a train to Brussels, as a missionary to a coal-mining community called the Borinage, or as he called it when he first saw it, “Black Egypt.”

Vincent had a provisional appointment to this endangered, coal-streaked community, whose citizens spent more time underground than above, deep in the bowels of the earth. The lungs of the Borains were darkened with soot, their life expectancy shockingly low. Contracting black lung was not a matter of if in the Borinage but a matter of when. They were a forgotten people, served by a heartsick missionary, and unsurprising to those of us who are familiar with pain, Vincent found them attractive. He wanted the Borains to accept him, so he became one of them. He moved out of the rooms the relatively prosperous town baker had provided him and took up in a cold, damp hole with ramshackle furnishings. He stopped washing the coal streaks off his face. And the people loved him. They attended his services, they invited him into their homes, they even brought him down to the coal mine where they spent the majority of their lives.

Tragedy brought the collapse of Vincent’s work in the Borinage. A section of the coal mine caved in, and fifty-seven miners, including children, died. A hush of despair came on the community. Faith in God was slowly abandoned. As Stone narrates it, the Dutch ministers from Vincent’s missionary training program visited some time later and found him starved and sickly, his face and hair black with coal. They reviled him, “What in the world have you done to yourself? . . . Have you no sense of decency, of decorum? Is this conduct befitting a Christian minister? Are you utterly mad, that you behave like this? Do you wish to disgrace our Church?” A chronicler of the local Protestant church wrote that Vincent had “lost his mind” and had “become a burden.” They revoked his assignment to the Borains, and his time with the church was finished. It is not a surprise that years later, when Vincent painted Starry Night, the only building in the riverfront village that did not have lights in the windows was the church.

Vincent refused to leave the Borinage immediately and instead wandered through the town with paper and pencil, sketching the residents who would still welcome him into their homes. His sketches were rough and badly proportioned, but this was the beginning of his grand passion, revealed by pain, that would take him to Paris, where he first encountered the impressionists, and then to Arles, along the Rhone River in the south of France, where he hoped to start an artist’s colony in the dazzling light of Provence.

The opportunity to walk the streets and docks and stand in the very spots where Vincent stood when he painted Starry Night, Café Terrace at Night, and The Yellow House was too much for me to resist. So instead of Bordeaux or Burgundy, I chose Provence. On the second morning of our visit to the south of France, we disembarked at the train station in Arles. It was pouring rain and I was sans umbrella. The dark clouds veiled the bright light of the Provençal horizons that fueled so much of Vincent’s inspiration. The city of Arles has set up easels to mark where Vincent painted many of his most famous works. I walked the entire path of Van Gogh in the unrelenting rain. I knew I must. The way of the pilgrim requires suffering.

Afterwards we dripped our way into a café, and I ordered a croque monsieur and a carafe of red wine from the nearby village of Vacqueyras. Its aromas are locked in my sensory memories: black fruit, leather, and rubber bands. As it warmed me from the inside, I poured a little in another glass for Vincent. You magnificent, red-headed fool.

I didn’t have the words for it yet, but I wanted to believe that Vincent didn’t take his own life. I wanted to believe that he died as a martyr, not as a patient. I wanted to know that you can leave ministry and find happiness in a new passion. I wanted to believe I could keep the faith and find the light in a new place. I wanted to keep my soft heart, but I didn’t want to keep chasing pain down the mineshaft. I wanted to believe the change wasn’t gonna kill me.

There is one painting of Vincent’s that is more special to me than all the others. It portrays the energy of autumn’s grape harvest in flames of reds and mustards and violets. In the background, under the setting sun, approaches a solitary man walking along a road slicked by a recent rain, his shadow casting along the glistening cobblestones. I want to believe it is Vincent. The piece is called The Red Vineyard at Arles. It is the one painting that Vincent sold in his lifetime.
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Feast Day
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After he left the coal mines of the Borinage, Vincent moved hopefully to Paris, but the somber gray curtains and drizzle of the northern city dripped on his already melancholy disposition. He fled south, praying the breezy sunlight and the whir of Provençal color contained healing powers. I think that’s why I followed him down there from Paris. I was in search of a healing place. And wine. I thought I would submit my life questions to a few bottles of Côtes du Rhône and listen for their answers. Turns out, they had been waiting for me. They had much to tell me about my future.

In geographical terms, Provence surrounds the mighty and ancient Rhone River in the south of France, extending down to the Riviera, the Mediterranean playground for the subset of the world’s population that feels confident wearing white pants. In wine terms, Provence is at the heart of the Southern Rhone River Valley, as distinguished from the more rugged Northern Rhone region. In the north, the Rhone River originates in the Alps and hangs a sharp left at Lyon, slicing through narrow and inhospitably steep slopes, and the peppery syrah vines planted there cling to the angular granite hillsides as the alpine winds rush past. By the time you arrive in the Southern Rhone, the valley has fanned out and the landscapes have relaxed somewhat, much like its sun-drenched residents, with softer, tree-topped hills and vast fields of lavender caressing all your senses. The wine life of Provence is dominated by grenache, a plump red grape which luxuriates in the unrelenting Mediterranean sunshine that sends northern folk like myself scurrying to local shops in search of wide-brimmed hats.

[image: ]

Avignon was our home base for our stay in Provence, chosen largely because the bullet train fired out of Paris emptied there, and I wasn’t keen on renting a car and trying to decipher road signs in French. Learning foreign languages is decidedly not a gift of mine, as anyone unfortunate enough to sit at adjacent café tables learned when I attempted to order meals that week. I suspected that if I got behind the wheel of a French vehicle I would require the services of the American Embassy to extract me from the international crisis I created. I had already seen a tourist in Paris attempt to back up in a roundabout a few days before, and the hostility it incited was reminiscent of the atmosphere the day the Germans marched into town.

Avignon is encircled by a twenty-five-foot-high medieval wall that guards a palatial Gothic castle within. The city sits on the east bank of the Rhone, flanked by a famous stone bridge that French schoolchildren have been singing about since the 1500s. The bridge, le Pont d’Avignon, casts out about halfway into the river and stops right there. Someone with a questionable sense of humor might say it is “abridged.” A chapel, devoted to Saint Nicholas, looks out from two levels at the bridge’s edge, because, I’m guessing, the citizens of Avignon ask him every December for the other half. The original structure was built in the twelfth century, but the river surged in 1669 and wiped out the western half and its stately stone arches. The Avignon Visitors Center discourages you from walking the bridge at night.

Don’t let its imposing medieval defenses fool you; housed within Avignon’s walls is an easy welcome. Life here is enchantingly slow, even on its main streets. Meals are leisurely, languid days follow the long arc of the Mediterranean sun, and the walking pace is a stroll. On the first evening I ambled Avignon’s most famous street, called Rue des Teinturiers—the Road of the Dyers. It wanders on a stone path under majestic sycamores and along a canal routed off the Rhone to power the surging textile industry of the nineteenth century. Now it is lined with outdoor cafés and shops, but four of the original waterwheels remain on the canal, quaint energy supplies of a once-burgeoning industrial age. It was a nostalgic time when your carbon footprint was so tiny and adorable that your parents bronzed it and displayed it on the mantle. Walking the cobblestones on an early summer evening, within the quiet created by the city walls, I was starting to breathe the longer, deeper breaths of a past era.

The history of Avignon is a delicious melodrama of religious intrigue and fourteenth-century French nationalism, but my personal history with Avignon seemed to turn around the meals I ate there. I think many people visit France for the food and wine and are pleasantly surprised to discover there are other things you can do while waiting for your next opportunity to eat. For the first couple days I brushed against the city squares largely while eating meals, walking off meals, or walking toward meals. The whole of Provence feels like one sprawling farmer’s market, the garden to end all gardens, a moving sidewalk of spices and olives, crunchy-fresh vegetables and shirt-soaking tomatoes, sunflowers and lavender grown side by side, a blend of traditional Provençal ingredients and a spicy North African influence. This world was farm-to-table before anyone knew there was any other way to eat.
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