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Foreword 


WINE WRITING CAN BE EASY. MANY WHO CALL THEMSELVES “wine writers” are often offered press junkets to travel to well-known regions, during which time they easily coast along while penning positive prose. This, however, tends to do little to truly enlighten the reader about what is really happening on the ground or behind the scenes.


The hard work is when a writer takes his or her own time, fueled by a unique passion for a less-heralded region, to delve deep into the subject matter before presenting the reader with a story. And it’s when that story successfully conveys the everyday drama and struggle that goes into growing grapes and getting a wine into the bottle that someone can really be called a “wine writer.” It’s an important distinction to be made, because the typical consumer doesn’t see or even think of all that is entailed in getting grapes turned into wine when they grab a bottle off their retailer’s shelf. It’s up to the wine writers to convey this story— and only a few do it well.


Here, Evan Dawson gives you the back story of an emerging, still unheralded region—the Finger Lakes of upstate New York. Born of a volume-first, quality-second (if at all) industry that crashed and burned a generation ago, the Finger Lakes today is trying to retool itself so that it can compete on the world stage. A handful of winemakers are trying to change the region’s image by changing the way they work, right down to changing the very grapes they grow. And they’re doing all of this without the major outside investments that powered the growth and development of big-name wine regions like Napa Valley and Bordeaux.


But while the Finger Lakes wine industry is still a cottage industry, located in a cold and remote corner of New York State, it doesn’t lack for warm and passionate people. From Sam Argetsinger, an Iroquois-speaking former lumberjack who was drawn out of the forest by the duty to keep his family’s vineyard going, to transplanted European winemakers Morten Hallgren and Johannes Reinhardt, who were lured by the area’s frontierlike feel, which offered an escape from the stifling rules of tradition, from the multigenerational history of the renowned Dr. Konstantin Frank winery to the tale of the young startup winery Heart & Hands of Tom and Susan Higgins, Dawson tells stories that will have you wondering, Will they make it? right through to the end.


Yes, Dawson prefers to tell the back story—detailing winemaker passions and back-room dramas that are as much a part of making the wine as the grapes themselves. But he tells these stories in a way that seasoned wine geeks and novices alike will appreciate. It’s not too technical, with just the right amount of explanation when needed, while always staying focused on the personas rather than just the numbers. It’s a sneak peek into a history that is being written right now by a cast of characters driven to put the Finger Lakes on everyone’s wine map.


—James Molesworth














Introduction 


THERE IS NO PRETENTIOUSNESS IN THE DIRT UNDER A WINE-MAKER’S fingernails. Some people like to argue that wine is inherently pretentious, but that misses the point entirely. Wine’s image suffers—particularly in the United States—from the stigma of pretense that emanates not from a glass of Merlot but from the braggart who announces that he keeps a case of ’82 Petrus in his cellar—just so you know. But wine is not a trophy; it is an agricultural product.


I was finding all of this out on a day when I made the terrible mistake of forgetting to put on my long underwear.


Any notion of pretense melts away in the presence of a winemaker in the maelstrom of harvest. Or, I should say, that notion doesn’t melt but rather freezes like my fingers had done on a miserable October day in the Finger Lakes. I had surrendered a week of my vacation to work harvest, thinking it would be easy. Every day for the preceding month had been seasonably warm and glorious. But my arrival at the Anthony Road Wine Company on Seneca Lake coincided with a plunge in temperatures and a soft, steady mist. I was there to learn, and my first lesson was that while wine might be romantic, making it is decidedly not.


And yet the harvest crew maintained a gregarious energy that made even the most menial tasks enjoyable. Every once in a while I’d feel the cold sting of a Riesling grape bouncing off my cheek. When I misjudged the amount of wine that I needed to transfer out of an old oak barrel—and it resulted in a geyser of juice spraying across the winery—I feared I would be chastised for being careless. Instead, all I could hear was side-splitting laughter. And every night during that long harvest week, when the rest of the crew had gone home, I’d stay late with the winemakers to chat. They were tired, but they loved to talk about what might become of those grapes. We would punch down the caps of red grape skins, our shoulders screaming but our spirits strong. By the end of the week I had worked at a handful of wineries on three different lakes—and I wasn’t ready to stop.


This was only one week in what became a two-year odyssey. I had first considered writing a book after meeting many Finger Lakes winemakers through my job. Since 2003 I’ve been a news reporter and anchor for the ABC News affiliate in Rochester, which is just over an hour’s drive from the heart of Finger Lakes wine country. I elbowed my way into covering most of the wine and tourism stories for my station, and that role introduced me to the industry. I also became the Finger Lakes wine editor for the New York Cork Report.


I found that much had changed over the past twenty-five years, and particularly the past decade, and that few people were aware of it.


If the Finger Lakes region was once known for producing candy wines, it had evolved to become something much bolder. The iconic image of the Finger Lakes is a summer’s day, dotted with Adirondack chairs on the water’s edge, a happy homeowner holding a glass of world-class cool-climate wine. And while no one can truly define what “world class” means, there is no doubt that the men and women who had been drawn to the Finger Lakes in recent years had come with a goal of achieving it.


The cliché is that wine captures its place in a glass. Most of the time, that’s baloney. But the best winemakers in the most special places using the most perfectly suited grapes can do exactly that. In the Finger Lakes region, winemaking had become that elusive but invigorating search for a wine that captures the regional essence, a kind of summer-in-a-glass offering that can satisfy on a hot August day and conjure memories in the dead of winter.


When I committed to writing the book I also committed to working every job in a winery. The only way I could credibly understand and explain what goes on in a winery was to get my own hands dirty—and deeply stained with grape juice. I picked grapes, crushed grapes, sorted grapes, and cleaned tanks. I bottled wine and helped conduct taste tests. I learned the chemical components involved and discovered that yeast might make bread rise but it makes grape juice ferment. I poured wine in tasting rooms for discerning individuals—and for giggling bachelorette parties. I learned to pronounce words like Brettanomyces. I began to see grapevines in my sleep.


More important, these winemakers, winery owners, and grape growers welcomed me happily into their facilities and, often, into their homes. They invited me to observe and take part in secret tastings.


They allowed me to witness some intensely personal and life-changing moments. They demonstrated why so many men and women in the wine industry want to come to this region.


The Finger Lakes region offers potentially the most fascinating tapestry of stories anywhere in the winemaking world. That’s because the best winemakers have vastly disparate tales to tell. In old-world wine regions the winemakers so often come from a family line. That’s wonderful, of course, and many families have stories to tell stretching back centuries. But in the Finger Lakes region, the dozen or so high-level winemakers have had to seek out this land and choose to stay when the prestige of so many other regions was calling. They have come from Europe, Australia, Canada, and California. Some grew up here and returned home to fulfill a dream that once seemed impossible in their hometown. They have battled oppressive bosses, governments, and occasionally even their own families.


To appreciate what is happening in the Finger Lakes region, it is not enough to meet the winemakers as they are now. The journey must start at the moments when these men and women started down their path to the Finger Lakes—a region many of them had never heard of before they arrived here.














Author’s Note 


ALMOST ALL QUOTATIONS IN THE MAIN CHAPTERS COME FROM several hundred hours of digitally recorded conversations. I carried a digital recorder essentially everywhere during my research for this book, and whenever it was used, everyone present was aware the conversations were being recorded. Often the recorder sat in the breast pocket of my shirt or in my hand as I walked the steep vineyards with growers and winemakers. On other occasions it sat on the center of a dinner table or on a tasting room bar.


I am grateful that the subjects of this book were willing to allow all conversations to be recorded. I have cleaned up their comments only in the most gentle, unobtrusive manner, and never to change their meaning.


On rare occasions I have asked subjects to clarify remarks or restate their ideas during follow-up interviews. When the recorder ran out of space on one particularly long evening, I relied on handwritten notes to guide my descriptions.


The events in the back stories are true and are based on numerous interviews and many hours of research. My thanks to the subjects, their families, and friends for assistance in that regard.
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ONE 

 The German in Springtime: 
 Johannes Reinhardt 












October 13, 1995 
Neuses am Berg, Germany 








Sitting on the edge of his bed, Johannes Reinhardt could barely move. Saturday was about to give way to Sunday and, just down the road, the lights in his family’s German estate had long since gone dark. If he were going to do it, this was the opportunity. He would have at least twelve hours before anyone would realize he was gone.


But his six-foot, three-inch frame was nearly numb with the idea. Johannes knew that if he walked away tonight he might never speak to his family again. For this shy, courteous twenty-eight-year-old, the thought was nauseating. His mother and father had given him everything he had. They had raised him to continue the Reinhardt family tradition of classic German winemaking. They had taught him how to make the kind of mind-bending wines that inspire wine lovers around the world. If he left tonight, he would imperil the very survival of the family tradition—after all, Johannes was his generation’s only possible successor to his father. Neither of his two sisters had the training. Neither lost sleep the way he did when harvest rains threatened a year’s crop. More important, neither had his natural ability to guide grapes from the vine to the glass.


“Leave now,” he said aloud, “and everything we’ve built for six hundred years could be gone.”


And yet the thought of walking away from his family was instantly liberating. He had spent the past five years pleading with his father to allow him to try new ideas in the vineyard and in the winery, but the answer was always the same: “Tradition means not changing. Tradition means honoring the way our family has always made wine. Put those thoughts away.”


Once, Johannes had considered suggesting a partnership with a neighboring winemaking family. He figured that if each family shared their best grapes and their techniques, they could make a wine together that would surpass what they could make individually. But he never made a formal proposal—he could already hear his father’s words. “Germans don’t collaborate. Germans honor tradition. Tradition means not changing.”


The irony was that Johannes was very much a traditionalist—hardly a radical, like some of the New World winemakers working in places like California and Australia. He simply saw that some traditional ideas were hurting the wines. Vowing never to be as obstinate as his father, time after time Johannes summoned the courage to confront his family about what he thought needed to change. Every suggestion was dismissed as folly. Tonight he remembered the words of a close friend who had urged Johannes to break away from the limitations of his family. “You worry about the price your parents will pay if you leave them,” his friend had said. “But the price you will pay yourself is far greater if you stay.”


A soft rain bounced off the apartment gutters, providing the only sound to compete with his thoughts. That afternoon, when the steady rain had started, Johannes felt that familiar nausea that accompanies weather problems during harvest. Now, for the first time, that consternation was gone. It was as if he had already left.


Still, he couldn’t help but ask himself again if he could ever convince his parents to allow him to leave the winery. Of course, he knew the answer, but with the moment of departure finally upon him, he had to ask himself one more time.


Then, as he exhaled deeply, Johannes heard himself say one word: “No.” They would not allow him to leave, and they would not allow him to change. If he was going to create what he truly believed he could create, he would have to leave—because he could not do it here.


A peaceful calm washed over the tall German as he squeezed his eyes closed, opened them again, and looked at the clock. Midnight. It was time to go, time to wash the last ten years of asceticism away. Munich first, and then who knows? Perhaps somewhere else in Germany. France was a possibility—Alsace was intriguing. Johannes could even envision himself in the United States, acting on his energy and ideas, with no one to destroy his enthusiasm.


As he emerged onto the street, Johannes softened his step so as not to wake his neighbors. The town of Neuses am Berg was home to only a few hundred people, and the last thing he needed was for someone to notice him walking with an overstuffed travel bag. Even in the closed, private German villages, gossip spreads.


With one last glance down the road, Johannes could see that his family’s estate was still dark. His car was parked nearby, and he started in that direction but then stopped. “I love you guys,” he said quietly. “I know you won’t understand that, but I love you. I do.”


Then he turned and headed up the road, nervous excitement coursing through him. 
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JOHANNES REINHARDT WAS MARRYING ENTIRELY THE WRONG WOMAN. Since announcing his engagement three months earlier he had been besieged with requests to reconsider. Johannes’s friends and coworkers offered their own ideas about whom he should marry—one man even offered his sister, promising Johannes she was intelligent and a good cook. 


I had urged Johannes to consider it. We were talking about his well-being, his future. He told me he was not afraid.


It’s not that there was something wrong with Johannes’s fiancée. Just about everything about her was unequivocally delightful—she was tall (nearly six feet, just a few inches shorter than he was), thin, beautiful, elegant. At thirty-two years old she was nearly ten years younger than he, even though Johannes could still pass for his early thirties. She was always the smartest person in the room, and she was working toward a graduate’s degree in flavor chemistry at Cornell University. And she had grown to love Johannes deeply.


The guys at work wondered how Johannes had ever landed such a gorgeous, driven woman. The girls knew. Though painfully shy and self-effacing with strangers, Johannes was gregarious and charming with those he knew well. Coupled with his accidental movie-star good looks—his dark, thick hair was only barely darker than his constant two-day-old beard, and his broad shoulders boasted of five days a week at the gym—Johannes was a perfectly attractive yet unthreatening man.


His fiancée had only one problem: Imelda was Indonesian and had no green card, no permanent status. If Johannes didn’t marry an American, he would be at the mercy of the U.S. government, which could eventually deport him if he failed to get his own green card.


The very idea seemed absurd to everyone who worked with Johannes at the Anthony Road Wine Company on the west side of Seneca Lake. He had been the winemaker since arriving in 2000; how could the feds seek to send him away? Owners John and Anne Martini were furious about the possibility of losing the man who had elevated Anthony Road to new heights.


John had convinced Johannes to come back to the Finger Lakes and give it another shot. After leaving his family on October 13, 1995—the day Johannes now refers to as his “second birthday”—he worked in other parts of Germany for three years before taking a job at Dr. Konstantin Frank’s Vinifera Wine Cellars on Keuka Lake. His tenure in America lasted one year, and he headed back to Germany to regroup.


Johannes had no intention of returning to the United States until John Martini tracked him down by phone. John had heard that this German was a gifted winemaker and he lobbied Johannes to move to the Finger Lakes for a head winemaking position.


Just one month after Johannes had started at Anthony Road he declared, “This is the family I’ve searched for my entire life.”


No one ever thought it would end in deportation. Johannes had racked up a cellar full of medals from wine competitions, but much more important, Anthony Road had enjoyed a meteoric rise in respect in the industry. Major publications like Wine Spectator were routinely pinning strong scores on Johannes’s wines, especially his Riesling. The winery was making eighteen thousand cases a year, placing it firmly in the upper tier of producers (though such a total would rank much more modestly in California and many European regions). Most of the wines were sugary hybrids that were jokingly called “debt-paying wines.” Johannes happily cranked them out because the Martini family provided the extra resources to make world-class dry and dessert wines.


But there was the matter of the German’s green card, which had never been settled. The U.S. government had never agreed to give him permanent-worker status and now, with time running out, he was facing deportation. He could not afford the tens of thousands of dollars necessary to pay for more attorney bills and he couldn’t appeal forever. He was going to run out of money if he didn’t run out of appeals first. Of course, Johannes told me he would leave peacefully if the government ever moved to send him away.


It wasn’t just the winery owner who was nervous about losing Johannes. The Finger Lakes had become a kind of brother- and sisterhood in winemaking, and Johannes had made many friends—even among his competitors. They had taken to writing long, detailed letters on Johannes’s behalf, pleading with the government to let him stay. Privately, industry leaders knew they would suffer a tremendous embarrassment if Johannes were forced to leave the country. “Think of the headlines,” a neighboring winery owner told me. “It would be like the New York Yankees giving Derek Jeter away to the Boston Red Sox for nothing.”


Worse, Johannes had no easy or obvious place to go if he were deported. He was on speaking terms again with his parents, but he knew he could not go back to Neuses am Berg. It had taken eighteen months before he had summoned the courage to call his mother and father after leaving, and he had spent most of the conversation holding the phone a foot away from his ear so he could endure his father’s screaming. “I don’t blame you, Dad,” Johannes had told him. “You deserve to be upset with me.”


His relationship with his parents had gradually improved—to the point where he was able to take Imelda to Germany to meet them. While he still felt distance from his parents, they embraced his fiancée with the kind of warmth he could not have predicted. It was not a perfect relationship, and Johannes was thankful for the chance to improve it slowly, but he could not go home to make wine—not after leaving.


The standard for earning permanent-worker status seems rather simple. A foreign worker has to prove to the U.S. government that he or she is not taking a job away from a “minimally qualified U.S. citizen who is available to fill that position.” Johannes had come to America with German winemaking training and he was focusing his efforts on Riesling, which flourishes in Germany. The Martinis told the bureaucrats that they would not choose anyone else—American or otherwise—over Johannes.


But what did it mean, exactly, for an American to be “minimally qualified” to do Johannes’s job? Certainly an American with some basic training can crush grapes and turn them into wine, but that wasn’t the job the Martinis had created. They had created a winemaking position that demanded a long list of qualifications and experience, and Johannes was the one applicant who could offer what they were seeking. John Martini often pointed out that he couldn’t find an American to fill his qualifications—so he’d had to track Johannes down in Germany.


Adding to Johannes’s case, the American government provides green cards to foreign workers of “extraordinary ability.” The United States sets an annual quota of forty thousand green cards for these exceptionally talented workers, and the Martini family sponsored Johannes’s application with that idea in mind. “He’s the definition of extraordinary,” John Martini said about his winemaker. “He’s growing our business, and that’s creating jobs. He’s helping improve the reputation of the entire region. I can’t think of anyone more deserving.”


The deciding committee was made up of three men in Lincoln, Nebraska. Their experience with wine was likely no more intimate than an occasional bottle of Yellow Tail or Kendall Jackson. Converting grapes into wine is easy, they figured—why not give an American the job? So every time Johannes applied for permanent status, the committee responded with a short, vague denial. They had ignored the job description created by the Martinis, instead assuming that any winemaking job requires the same minimal training. And they rejected the notion that Johannes was a worker of “extraordinary ability.”


One of the rejection letters seemed to acknowledge Johannes’s extraordinary skill and achievements, even before denying his request for permanent-worker status. The letter cited Johannes’s “novel concept” of creating his own style of Riesling in the Finger Lakes. Then the committee recognized the stack of dozens of letters from winemaking colleagues, lawmakers, and industry leaders by writing, “Numerous testimonial letters from peers, colleagues, and professionals within the field attest to the beneficiary’s talents and abilities as a winemaker.” They also referred to Johannes’s many awards—and the long list of publications that have written about his talents. Bizarrely, the committee then declared that, regarding the magazines and books in which Johannes’s work had been reviewed, “It has not been established that all of the books and websites can be considered commensurate with major media.” Johannes’s application had cited his reviews in USA Today, Wine Spectator, Better Homes and Gardens, and more. To claim that those publications are not “major media” would be akin to denying that Sports Illustrated is a major sports publication.


At the conclusion of one particular rejection letter, the committee offered a breathtaking lesson in contradiction by writing of Johannes’s many awards, “It is apparent that these awards are highly coveted in the industry,” and then, “There is no evidence to establish what, if any, acclaim they may represent.”


In the face of such intransigence, anyone might be inclined to give up. Johannes simply decided that he needed to offer ever more evidence to the U.S. Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services. The committee very clearly knew nothing about winemaking, and, to borrow their phrase, there is no evidence to establish what, if anything, they were doing to better understand winemaking.


And so his friends had implored Johannes, “Marry an American girl. Get your card. Then get divorced and marry Imelda.” But it was no use; the tall European was determined to get his status “with integrity or not at all. If America doesn’t think I deserve to stay, I’ll find somewhere else to go.”


* * *


Johannes and Imelda looked like a couple out of a fashion magazine, holding hands by the fingertips and doubling over with laughter as they entered the restaurant. It was an idyllic Finger Lakes spring evening— warm, still, comfortable—and my wife, Morgan, and I were meeting the couple for dinner at one of our favorite local spots. From the outside, the Ports Cafe lacked any kind of flash. Its casual atmosphere was a big draw for diners who wanted a relaxed setting in which to enjoy excellent local food. And local wine.


Because Ports sits on the northwestern side of Seneca Lake, we had a gorgeous view of the setting sun as Johannes and Imelda walked in. He was dressed in jeans, black boots, and a form-fitting white polo shirt. Imelda looked effortlessly graceful in a peach dress with a blue tank underneath, her long black hair spilling over her shoulder. Johannes, a serial hugger, greeted us with his customary hammerlock. Had I been able to breathe I would have told him that my chest felt like it was about to collapse.


I first met Johannes when he came to Rochester for a television interview. I am rather certain that he said fewer than a dozen words that day, allowing several of his colleagues to answer questions for him. It was a disappointment for my producers, who were positively swooning over his slightly high-pitched voice and his German accent. His accent is so stereotypical that he sounds like an American trying to imitate a German.


Despite his brevity we struck up a friendship after my wife and I visited the winery a few weeks later. Away from the garish lights of television, Johannes was magnanimous and animated. I found myself marveling at the quality of his wines, and the Rieslings in particular.


Riesling is the grape that is bringing worldwide recognition to the Finger Lakes, but it has a curious relationship with wine drinkers. A casual drinker tends to prefer sweeter wines—usually white—and Riesling fits the profile. But as they broaden their palate, a wine drinker tends to move to drier wines—choosing red more often—and they malign Riesling as a sugary wine for beginners. Only when they take the time to understand what gives wine potential for greatness do they come back to where they had started. It is the Cycle of Riesling.


The best wines can age for decades, and they need a strong acid backbone to do so. Riesling is blessed with electric natural acidity, giving it the quality to drink at a young age but also the potential to age and evolve in the bottle. In the past decade a handful of Finger Lakes winemakers had begun to make drier-style Rieslings, fermenting almost all of the sugar into alcohol, and highlighting the grape’s sharp acidity. That shift in direction was disarming critics who had assumed the Finger Lakes region was home to little more than hybrid grapes and candy wines.


Johannes was helping lead the effort, as was only natural. Every grape has different needs, and so every grape has its own global sweet spots. Riesling finds ideal conditions in parts of Germany, and Johannes had grown up surrounded by aromatic white wines. He had discovered that the Finger Lakes region offers the right soils and topography, as well as the proximity to water, that cool-climate grapes like Riesling love.


In other words, Riesling is Clark Kent and the Finger Lakes region is a phone booth.


In the winter the lakes are warmer than the air and thus act as a heater for the vines. In the summer the lakes are cooler than the air and thus moderate the temperatures affecting the vines. Up-and-coming winemakers had spent long hours studying the effects of geography and, in particular, the Finger Lakes’ effect on the grapes. Johannes already knew—it was in his ancestral blood.


Going over the menu at Ports, I suggested we order a bottle from the Hermann J. Wiemer winery, located about ten miles south of Anthony Road. Wiemer is another German winemaker with a penchant for Riesling. In fact, Wiemer had championed Riesling in the Finger Lakes back when it was out of fashion, and I asked Johannes if he ever thought about going to work for Wiemer. He shook his head.


“I love this man,” Johannes said. “Hermann has been wonderful to me and he has done special things in the Finger Lakes. The only problem is that he’s German!”


I pointed out that Johannes had earned a reputation for his own German precision. When asked by doctors to give his height, he liked to respond, “Six-two-point-five.” When they would inevitably round up on health forms, Johannes would protest, “I am not six-three. I’m German. I’m precise. I’m six-two-point-five, or 189 centimeters.”


“Yes, I’m German,” he said with a laugh. “But Hermann is too German. It’s not his fault. But it wouldn’t make sense for me to leave Germany and then come to America and work for a German.”


Wiemer was one of many local winemakers who had written letters to the federal government urging them to grant Johannes permanent-worker status. In the past several months even Senator Chuck Schumer had sent a letter. When I brought the subject up over appetizers it was Imelda who seemed eager to address it.


“We’re trying not to think about it,” she said. “We don’t have any control over what the government decides. If we spend too much time worrying it makes us sad, so that’s a waste.”


It was not surprising to hear Imelda speak so firmly. She had grown up amid rioting and unrest in Indonesia, and her parents had asked their children to leave the country and find safety. Imelda and her siblings moved to the United States, where she earned a business degree and worked on her English. Like Johannes, she was also facing a long and difficult immigration process—with no guarantee of a green card.


“I wanted to stay in Indonesia, but I couldn’t,” she said. “I want to stay in America. We are not asking for very much. We want to work. But if Johannes has to leave I will eventually leave with him.”


Her turbulent travels had convinced Imelda to be direct and honest in life, and she had challenged Johannes along those lines before their first date. When he called her, she had greeted him with a question: “How many girls have you dated in your lifetime?” After peeling his jaw off the floor, Johannes told the truth, offering any details she cared to learn. He had passed her most important test.


Over dinner Johannes and Imelda brightened as they told us about the J. Reinhardt Wine Company. A piece of property had become available for purchase not far from Anthony Road, and Johannes envisioned his own operation on the site. Imelda would help him make winemaking decisions with her education in flavor sciences. They would keep the production limited—just enough to cover the costs and keep a little money for themselves, as long as the wines sold. Johannes was not legally permitted to own a business without a green card, but he was well within his rights to purchase property, and that’s what he had done. Of course, most people struggling to get a green card wait before acquiring property. Johannes and Imelda saw an opportunity and decided to take it.


“So, what do you think?” he said, beaming at us and putting his arm around his fiancée. “Is this nuts, or what?”


* * *


My wife and I pulled into the Anthony Road parking lot on an invitation from Johannes to tour his new property. It was a typical July day in the Finger Lakes: hot enough to smoke a rack of ribs on the sidewalk, humid enough to make you sweat just from turning your head. As we got out of the car the sky began to swirl from a vibrant blue to an ominous charcoal. We ducked inside to avoid what felt like an imminent summer storm.


Instinctively we headed for the tasting bar, and we heard the German’s voice. “Perfect timing!” He emerged from a back room smiling, greeting both of us with a hug, his long arms nearly smashing us together in his grasp. I knew that Johannes was excited about his recent purchase, but his body language betrayed uncontainable joy. As he led us out the side door of the tasting room I thought he might bounce straight out of his tall work boots, which covered his jeans to the knee. Morgan and I were dressed much less appropriately for a hike—she in a khaki skirt, I in shorts and sandals—but the rain was drifting north of us and the sun had reemerged.


“We’ve had some rough weather this month,” I said, looking skyward. “Does that make you worry about the grapes?”


“No,” Johannes said plainly. “It’s nature. Nature is a risky business. If you can’t handle the challenge of nature you should find something else to do. The grapes tell me what kind of wine they can make each year. Once you accept that you can’t control the weather, you stop worrying so much about it.”


We made a brief stop upstairs in the lab, where Johannes had laid out ten potential label designs for his future wine bottles. He was, at a minimum, three years from having anything to fill those bottles, but the gears of his imagination were cranking at full throttle. The labels did not say his name, nor a variety of wine. They said only “Sonero.”


“What does it mean?” I asked.


“It is the name for my entry-level wines,” Johannes explained, his raised eyebrows pulling his mouth into a grin. “Sonero Red and Sonero White. Sonero is a term in salsa dancing. Imelda and I love music and we love to dance, and we thought it was a perfect word for my first wines.” As he spoke, he seemed to be moving in some kind of almost-Latin style of dance. It was a little frightening.


Morgan had a different reaction. “You’re a dancer!” she said, her eyes lighting up.


“Maybe, perhaps in one year we can decide? I am just starting lessons.” Johannes’s glance dropped shyly to the floor, but then his attention returned to the label. “Look at the symbol above the letters. Tell me what you see.”


We studied the drawing, a simple curved line moving diagonally with rounded ends. Classy, certainly, but my eye clearly was not seeing what Johannes saw. After a long pause he continued. “It’s okay. Most people won’t pick up the same thing. But tell me: When you look at the line, does it look like a graceful woman, leaning back during a dance?” I had to admit that it did. In fact, I could envision Imelda’s long, thin frame, being dipped by her husband. It was admirably, shamelessly romantic. Morgan and I were both nodding as Johannes smiled contentedly.


“But that’s enough of that for now!” he declared. “That’s not yet. Are you ready for a walk? Let’s go!” He was bounding down the stairs before we could put the sketch down.


Several months earlier Johannes had finalized the purchase of twenty acres. That land was across Route 14 and up the hill—within site of Anthony Road winery, but a hike nonetheless. A gentle mist had begun to fall as the back end of the storm drifted across Seneca Lake. “Do you want to wait a few minutes?” Johannes asked. But the sun was still shining and we were infected with his enthusiasm. We started up Anthony Road toward the property.


As we approached Route 14 we could see that the twenty acres were covered by thigh-high wheat. I had expected to see vines growing already, because older vines are considered to make richer, more expressive wines. Johannes was going to have to start from bare earth.


“Once you can plant your vines, how long until you’ll have wine ready to bottle?” I asked.


“Two years,” Johannes said confidently. I stopped, and he could see I was surprised. “Everyone tells you four, right? Perhaps longer? It’s another example of the problems of vineyard care in the Finger Lakes.


“Think about Pinot Noir. Most of our Pinot Noir in the Finger Lakes sucks. It is because those of us who grow it don’t know how to care for it. We might not be Burgundy, but we can show the same kind of attention to the vines that they do in the classic regions. The problem is that most of us don’t.”


I recalled driving past countless vineyards in the Finger Lakes that seemed to have clusters out of control and exploding off the vine.


“Each grape is different,” Johannes said, “and that’s when you need to think about the individual clusters. A stressed vine is overrun with clusters. There is no balance and the wine has no character. But if we ask the vine to show us the proper amount of clusters, we can train it to make something special. We’ll have to give up some clusters, some of the weight on the vine. Many people don’t like to do that, because they think they are giving up cases of wine. They think about the money. When a man has staked his living on growing grapes, it’s not easy to convince him to cut back on tons per acre or clusters per vine.


“To them it’s just business. It’s not about having a relationship with your grapes. What they don’t realize is that each grape is trying to tell you something. Riesling requires a different amount of clusters than Pinot Noir, which has different needs than Cabernet Franc. And if you’re not constantly learning and adjusting to what the wine tells you, you can bet the vines are getting stressed and the wine is not going to be good.”


“That all makes sense,” I said, “but what does that have to do with getting productive grapes in two years instead of four or more?”


“Ah, good question,” Johannes said, smiling broadly. We had reached the bottom corner of his land and we had stopped walking. He was in a theatrical mood, using his hands to gesture as he continued.


“For years in this region, grape growers have made a fatal flaw when they planted the first vines. We knew that it would take some time for the grapes to provide the wine, so we let the vines run wild in the first year. We allowed the vines to decide how to grow. Vines can be trained to make lovely wines, but they need the training early. Otherwise they’re like a child with no supervision and they go nuts! And this is what happened over and over again. When we wanted the grapes to give wine, we found they had lost control and it took several more years before anything happened. We battled the vines into something we could use, but there was no harmony. We were not helping the grapes, we were fighting the grapes.”


With a little hop, Johannes stood on his right leg and dangled his left leg in the air, pretending to be on a tightrope. “Did I tell you it’s about balance? Yes, Evan? Morgan? Balance! We have to balance natural farming with making sure we don’t allow disease. We have to balance sunlight with shade. We have to balance acid with sugar. Balance!”


He started to walk toward his twenty acres before turning around quickly. “This does not mean we become . . .” He paused, searching for a word. “Manipulative. We don’t want to be overinvolved during harvest, but during the first year of a vine’s life it needs us. We guide it into rows, we prepare it for the life ahead. And instead of abandoning the vines in their youth, we establish that connection. In just one year we see the shape and direction, and in two years the grapes will surprise you with wine that tastes like it came from much more experienced vineyards.”


Looking at Morgan, he asked, “You do not have kids?”


“Not yet,” she said.


“We do! But not human children. The vines are like babies, then toddlers, then young children. The first six to seven years makes all the difference.”


Then Johannes turned to look at the land that would someday hold his vines. “Guys,” he said as he surveyed the fields rising before us, “this is it.”


Since purchasing the property Johannes had made several trips a week to the site—sometimes to go over the details, sometimes just to dream. As we climbed the southern edge, the wheat crunching under our feet, the hum of traffic from Route 14 receded. Many wineries are built as close to a main road as possible to attract attention and travelers. Johannes described a starkly different vision. He would build the tasting room not at the front of his twenty acres, but all the way at the top, past the vineyards and away from the busiest roadways. Small trees and bushes would line the vineyard edges, providing a further barrier for noise. And his would be one of the only wineries in the state that would not allow limousines or tour buses.


“I don’t mean to insult anyone who tours wineries in groups,” Johannes explained almost apologetically. “But we’re only going to make three thousand cases of wine a year. We won’t need large groups who will run in and out. I want to attract people who will think about the wine and enjoy it slowly.


“We’ll be open later than most, probably until seven at night. I can see people coming after work to have a small dark chocolate and a glass of red wine. Do not laugh, okay? I’d love to host people to have a glass of Riesling and a bite of food—what do you suggest?”


My wife’s imagination had fully caught up to Johannes’s: she spoke of boards brimming with local cheeses. They discussed appetizers and atmosphere. While I looked back on the lake, they talked about Johannes’s love of music and his plan to bring out his friends who play classical instruments. It would be the ideal stop for a couple heading out for dinner or for friends who want to understand what was in the glass.


We continued toward the top of the property and started inward, where a lone tree had sprung up. It looked like an oasis in the wheat fields and served as Johannes’s marker for the back edge of his land. From here we could see not just the lake, a sheet of glass after the storm, but also the Anthony Road tasting room and winery. And it occurred to me that Johannes would eventually be leaving the family who had convinced him to come back to the Finger Lakes—the family who had changed his mind and changed his life, while changing the very trajectory of local wine at the same time.


“What do the Martinis think about all of this?”


He shook his head and looked down. “I can almost not even believe it,” he said. “They helped me with the purchase. They advised me. They told me to find my own way, and they have been more supportive than I could possibly describe.”


Amazing. He had earned his status as one of the most skilled and expressive winemakers in this growing region, and the family who employed him had encouraged him to seek out his own vineyard. They were going to lose him and they knew it. And yet John and Anne Martini had given Johannes the gift that his own parents could not give him in Germany: his freedom.


Even with a green card, Johannes would not leave Anthony Road right away. In fact, he planned to launch his own company while still making the wine for his current employer. He figured that was the right thing to do.


Suddenly I realized that Johannes had begun to awkwardly sprint away from us. Then I heard the sound: the tintinnabulation of a fresh storm, roaring at us over the tree line, announcing its presence on the metal rooftops of distant sheds. Morgan and I took off behind Johannes toward the trees, which marked the northern edge of his land. Through the rush of the rain I could hear Johannes’s high-pitched laugh. He skidded to a halt under the overhanging leaves and used his boots to carve out a space in the bushes for us to stand, partially covered.


“See, we embrace the weather anyway!” Johannes said, squeezing the water out of his shirt.


For several minutes we looked out at the storm. Seneca Lake, shining brilliantly only minutes before, was lost from view. The rain came down so fiercely that the canopy was quickly overrun. We could only laugh as the water soaked every inch of clothing and skin straight through. Morgan squeezed her eyes shut as the rain poured off her head. I later informed Johannes that his presence had ruined a moment ripe with romantic possibility, the kind usually reserved for movie trailers and summer camps.


After ten minutes or so the faucet finally shut off. Shaking out like shepherd dogs from Johannes’s homeland, we began a gradual descent. He pointed out the site for his tasting room, and once again the lake came into view.


“Someday this very spot will be filled with people drinking your wine and gazing out the window at the water,” I said.


Johannes seemed humbled by the thought. But I also knew that this dream could be delayed or crushed by the bureaucrats who continued to withhold Johannes’s green card. A new ruling was due to arrive soon, and Johannes’s friends sensed the gathering dread surrounding it.


He was thinking the same thing. “Tell me, guys,” Johannes said, his smile fading for the first time today. “Did I buy my future winery? Or did I just buy the world’s most expensive wheat field?”


* * *


Everyone in this room is undocumented, I said to myself on a fall day at the Anthony Road winery. It was a cynical reaction that turned out to be wrong; Anthony Road and many other wineries are showing more caution when hiring harvest crews. But that’s not what had me fired up. I was frustrated to know that the twenty-five men on the sorting line were going to stay in this country as long as they pleased. Perhaps the feds had decided that they were workers of “extraordinary ability”—and the man making the wine was struggling to get his green card, only to face deportation.


Johannes was dealing with starkly different emotions that morning. He figured the ruling from the bureaucrats could arrive with that afternoon’s mail, and he was light-headed with anxiety. But he was also feverishly excited about harvesting Riesling grapes for his first-ever Riesling Trockenbeerenauslese—better known as TBA, and translated from German to mean “dry selected berries.”


Among the German wine classifications, TBAs are the sweetest and often the most desirable. They’re also very difficult to make well and Riesling only rarely presents an opportunity to make TBA in the Finger Lakes. In eight harvests this was Johannes’s first chance to make Riesling TBA. “It might never come around again,” Johannes told me that morning, “so we have to get it right.”


The weather all year long had been building to a kind of TBA crescendo in the Finger Lakes (though few winemakers had any idea how to make it and so only a few were even attempting it). Intense bursts of summer rains provided plenty of water, and while the grapes eventually shed their tumescence they retained the conditions ideal for rot. Strange as it sounds, rotting grapes can make some of the world’s best wine.


But it’s not easy. The winemaker has to first decide to allow bunches of grapes to hang past the time they would normally be harvested. Then the vineyard staff has to watch the grapes begin to rot, and they have to decide the ideal time to pick the grapes. And not all of the rot is welcome.


Johannes was looking for botrytis, which is a mold known in the wine world as “noble rot.” Botrytis causes the grapes to dry out and shrivel, which in turn causes the sugars to concentrate and richen. But occasionally the grapes would become afflicted with “sour rot,” which essentially turns them into vinegar.


The warning was clear: just a few sour-rotted grapes in a tank of TBA could drastically harm the flavor. The only way to prevent the rancid grapes from spoiling the TBA was to hire a large staff of sorters who would go through every bunch by hand. Our job—I had joined the sorting line after Johannes had practically pleaded for additional help—was to remove the Riesling grapes that had not been affected by botrytis, and we had to smell the bunches and pull out any grapes that had turned sour.


My twenty-five Mexican friends on the sorting line broke into laughter when I would occasionally sniff a bad bunch of grapes. “Cuidado!” they would yell. Watch out! Then, in heavily accented English: “Don’t eat them!” I wasn’t about to experiment. We had a heck of a lot of work and only a forty-eight-hour window to get it done.


Johannes had created that time frame based on his German experience with TBA. Once the grapes were harvested, he wanted them sorted and crushed within forty-eight hours to make sure the juice was as fresh and as concentrated as possible. Waiting too long to crush would lower the quality, “And that’s unacceptable,” he had said. “I don’t care if I don’t sleep for two days. We’re getting this done.” In the glass, many tasters find good TBA to be a symphony. What they do not realize is that at each previous step it is a two-hundred-piece orchestra with every instrument tuning simultaneously—and no time for a sound check.


As frantic as the pace was, we were having a hell of a good time. I dusted off my Spanish as I sorted alongside the Mexicans. We carefully attacked the work with the cheerful trumpets of mariachi bands playing over the loudspeakers.


The TBA harvest had come at a perfect time for Johannes. It forced him to focus on wine when he was increasingly anxious about the immigration letter. “Imelda and I feel like our whole lives are on hold, and until the American government says it’s okay, we can’t plan our lives,” he had told me. “We can’t own our own winery. We can’t buy a house. We can only wait.”


But he refused to let the government ruin his TBA. He was going to make sure it was made carefully, and that morning he had one more reason to be excited: 43 Brix.


Brix refers to the percentage of sugar in a grape. During harvest, most grapes are picked in the low to mid-20s Brix in the Finger Lakes. Late-harvest and TBA wines are often in the mid- to high 30s. But 43 was the highest Brix Johannes had ever seen, and that’s the reading many of his Riesling grapes had given. During fermentation, much of the sugar will turn to alcohol, but starting with so high a level offered Johannes the chance to create something magical. Any other grape would be swamped by the sugar level, but Riesling’s naturally high acid content offered the balance to make a rich, complex TBA.


The wine we were helping to make that day was destined to be one of the most expensive ever made in the Finger Lakes. It had to be if the Martini family wanted to offset the cost of all the labor required to make it. It was also sure to cost Johannes at least one pair of pants. He had to crush the small, shriveled grapes by foot, the old-fashioned way—and doing it bare-legged was no longer an option.


During Johannes’s first harvest at Anthony Road he had been foot-crushing a batch of hybrid grapes, but the juice was splashing all over his pants, so he took them off. A woman working in the tasting room walked into the winery and thought Johannes was naked from the waist down, as his shirt was hanging down past his Speedo underwear. As he recalled the story for me, I interrupted him.


“Speedo underwear? Seriously?”


“I’m German, after all.”


“But you’re supposed to be an untraditional German!”


“Well, some traditions I choose to keep.”


The woman had exited the winery screaming, and Johannes had promised to wear pants during all future foot-crushing sessions.


Some German TBAs sell at auction for thousands of dollars per bottle, and the bottles are small—half the size of standard wine bottles. Johannes figured his Riesling TBA would hit the tasting room at $100 per bottle, a huge total around here. We sorted all day, and once in a while I’d pop a raisined berry into my mouth, enjoying the concentrated sugar and texture. The Mexicans would shake a finger at me, reminding me in Spanish that I had just consumed several bucks’ worth of juice.


Sorting grapes for hours on end might sound like a banal task, but we approached it with vigor. Everyone in the winery could feel Johannes’s energy, and it translated into urgency and the desire to avoid mistakes. As the hours ticked on, my hands turned raw from the cold— the grapes are very cold when sorted, and it was not a warm day on Seneca Lake. But whenever I’d start to lose feeling in my fingers, my fellow sorters would belt out an effervescent Mexican tune and I’d sing along, forgetting about the numbness in my hands.


When I finally left for home that evening I knew that Johannes hadn’t yet checked the mail. Perhaps he was so focused on finishing the TBA that he hadn’t allowed himself the time. But I figured he was holding off on opening the letter until he felt ready.


We didn’t speak of it when I departed. I thanked him for allowing me to experience the manic rush of TBA—which still required more sorting and then crushing—and he said only, “I’ll call you.”


* * *


I woke up the next morning sure that Johannes and Imelda were going to be fine. He hadn’t called the night before, and by now— 7 a.m.—he was undoubtedly sorting grapes like mad. Perhaps the letter had not come after all. Perhaps he had received it but decided to wait until after the forty-eight-hour TBA rush to open it. After all, a rejection letter would surely halt the momentum of the most important harvest of his life.


But I settled on another possibility: Johannes had finally been approved for permanent-worker status, and as soon as he finished stomping that evening he would call his friends and family. Given his generous nature, Johannes would probably invite everyone down for an impromptu celebration.


Still, I tried to imagine what I’d say if the news were bad. What, exactly, do you say to someone who has been rejected by the country he loves? How do you console someone who has just been told that he must get out, that he must abandon his dream? I knew that, legally, Johannes could make one more appeal. But he wasn’t sure he could afford to appeal again, even if the government gave him one more legal chance to make his case. Each appeal cost him thousands of dollars.


If the government rejected his application this time around, Johannes would have to leave the country first and come back under a temporary permit—and that’s if he decided to give it one last appeal. The very idea was insulting to someone who was trying to be as honest with the government as possible.


That afternoon I had gotten tired of waiting and I called Johannes. He didn’t pick up. When he finally returned my call it was past 10 o’clock that night. He sounded exhausted.


“The grapes are crushed, and I kept my pants on,” he said, laughing.


“Congratulations,” I responded, hoping to move the conversation to the letter. “Do you have any other news?”


“Yes. There has been a decision.” I couldn’t sense any upward or downward movement in his voice.


“And?”


“And,” he said, then paused. “And I am going back to Germany.”
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