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Praise for The Accidental Vineyard


“From clueless beginnings to unexpected victories, Moran captures the spirit of Peter Mayle as he and his family restore an old house and plant a vineyard. With heart and humor, he tells a journey you won’t soon forget.”


–Frances Dinkelspiel, Author, Tangled Vines


“In The Accidental Vineyard Richard Moran manages to combine historic preservation, wine making, family dynamics, global consulting, and inspiration into one story. Bravo!”


–Jonathan Dahl, former Editor, the Wall Street Journal’s Weekend Section


“For anyone who ever dreamed of retreating to the country and owning a winery, this is the book for you.”


–Joel Gott, Owner and Founder, Joel Gott Wines


“Imagine Silicon Valley meets Wine Country in Moran’s hilarious depiction of country life. The book is a charming description of what happens when following a dream.”


–Garen Staglin, Founder, Staglin Family Vineyard


“Restoring an old house and planting a vineyard is not for the faint of heart. For the Moran Family it’s a recipe for adventures and laughter. This is a beautiful story of transitions and hope.”


– John Fetzer, former CEO, Fetzer Vineyards


“Over the counter at the Bakery I have seen and heard every possible wine country story. No one captures the real story better than Rich Moran in The Accidental Vineyard. A must read.”


–Karen Mitchell, Founder, The Model Bakery, St. Helena, CA




“Holy Sites attract pilgrims. Some arrive for a dose of religion before returning home with treasured memories. In The Accidental Vineyard, Moran shows us that California wine country is a shrine with its own gang of interesting characters and apostles. The book is an inside look into ‘living the dream.’”


–Adam Gordon, Wine Country Japanese Wagyu Rancher and Film Studio Developer


“In The Accidental Vineyard Rich Moran is anything but a snooty wine snob—he is funny, humane, authentic, and unpretentious, with a down-to-earth perspective on how Wine Country really works and a deep appreciation for its agricultural and social traditions.”


–Jesse Duarte, Editor, St. Helena Star
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To Carol and the family


With love and appreciation


and


The Legion of Friends in Wine Country













Part I





Love Is Blind for a Grand Fixer-Upper


“Where we love is home—home that our feet may leave, but not our hearts.”


—Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.














Chapter 1


The Sunday Drive
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Planting vines and nurturing them until grapes are harvested and turned to wine is a journey fraught with decisions, challenges, opportunities, and, most of all, joy. The story of how a wine came to be is like telling the story of how a life came to be.


I am here to tell you that story. First, there was a bridge to cross.
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“Just think. People come from all over the world to see what we can see every day,” I said to my family, driving north across the Golden Gate Bridge. I smiled at the spectacle each time. Hundreds of tourists leaning over the orange railing. Reckless twenty-somethings standing up in moving cars, heads poking through the sun roofs to capture a video. Groups of 2, 20, or 200 people marching in cadence from one end to the other, most not dressed for the bitter wet weather and shivering. All taking photos.


Crossing the bridge in either direction was a reminder that things might be different on the other side. When you cross the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco, it could be because you are fleeing the pressures of the city or Silicon Valley or plan to do some damage wine tasting in Napa or Sonoma. Both can be true at the same time.


I have crossed the bridge countless times and even sailed under it, each time marveling at the engineering. The project was dubbed, “The bridge that couldn’t be built.” The mix of strong tides, wind, fog, and potential for earthquakes combined to create a cocktail of overwhelming challenges. I was once on a sailboat near the bridge and, even with a strong wind at our backs, we were sliding backward because of the even stronger ebbing tide. Not only was the bridge built, but upon completion in 1937 it became the longest primary suspension bridge in the world at the time.


Every time I crossed the bridge, it captured my imagination. Big projects didn’t scare me, but building such a bridge staggered my imagination. Where do they even start? Managing projects was the stock and trade of my everyday work. The ones I liked the best were the ones where I could be involved, where I could be hands on, and where I could find real satisfaction when the project was completed. I could only imagine the sense of satisfaction the bridge builders felt upon completion of that project.


The bridge that couldn’t be built was responsible for transforming an entire city. The architectural gem became the most majestic feature of the Bay Area and one of the most photographed landmarks in the world. More than just an accommodation for commuters, the bridge became a symbol of ingenuity and innovation. The bridge expanded the city and, in turn, compelled people from all over the world to come, to think, to build and create things—some of which we can touch and feel; others we cannot. I was one of those people.


I have to be reminded that I’m not a native of California, because I’ve spent most of my adult life here. I’ve crossed this bridge innumerable times for business meetings, for happy events, for red-eye flights. Each time I drove over it, I caught a glimpse of something impressive. The sidewalks full of tourists and cyclists, the two art deco towers, the perils of the waters below. I couldn’t help but be in awe of the fact that people made this. With their imaginations, their hands, their tools, their brains, but mostly, their cooperation and their community.


The bridge is painted its own unique shade of orange. A nod to both beauty and industrial strength. The color is both practical and shows easily through the fog. The joke is that they never stop painting the bridge. By the time they finish, it’s time to start again.


You have to pay to get over the bridge; however, the toll is only on the city side. It’s free heading north, to the country, symbolic of a gentler place, where the quiet air might act like sleep dust for a cranky child. That was our hope, anyway, one Sunday afternoon in 1995, when John, our youngest of four, fought off any inclination to fall asleep, no matter how tired he was. He was experiencing the terrible twos. He was restless. We thought it could possibly be a growth spurt or a lactose issue. Either way, he was uncomfortable and we needed to get him what he needed most—sleep.


How much can a baby cry without taking a break or passing out? How long will I go on without starting to cry myself? I wondered. The crying was breaking my heart and my nerves.


Rain and wind didn’t stop my wife, Carol, and me as we loaded our young family into the Toyota minivan and headed for the Golden Gate Bridge. We locked the door of our San Francisco home and prayed to the motor gods that the van could make a miracle happen—that wide-awake and crying John would finally fall asleep.


Admittedly, Carol had endured the brunt of most of John’s sleepless nights while juggling a career and the busy extracurricular lives of our blended family. I, on the other hand, was on the road or, more aptly, in the air a lot. My consulting career took me to faraway lands that I dreamed about as a kid. From an early age I had made big plans to see the world, plans that had come to fruition by the time Carol and I settled down in our big old house in the Presidio Heights section of San Francisco.


I worked for a globally known consulting firm, and constant travel was part of the deal. I’d zip the suitcase up on Monday morning, fly to another city, country, or continent, sometimes all three, and return home jet-lagged and depleted on Thursday nights. I began having problems putting my shoes on. My big feet had permanently swelled to an even bigger shoe size from all the flying. My body was not getting enough literal downtime to recover. It had gotten to the point where just the sound of the zipper closing around my suitcase would cause our then three-year-old daughter, Megan, to burst into tears. Daddy would miss her dance recital, or the boys’ soccer game, or even the chance to take his beautiful wife out for dinner. In spite of the travel, I liked the heroic nature and constant variety of the consulting life.


It was Carol’s good idea to take the drive to lull John to sleep. The drive would serve two purposes: it would give her a chance to hand over the baby duties to me while creating a family outing for the whole family.


Heading north over the Golden Gate Bridge, with no destination in mind, drizzle and dampness played a tug-of-war with a clearing sky ahead. With each swipe of the wipers, I wanted my mind to swipe away the schedule for the week ahead. Even though I liked where my career had led me, the Sunday blues had me in their grip each week during those days. The feeling seemed to get worse each week, and I wondered when the grind would ever end. The cure for the blues that day was the drive northward. In my mind I pushed out a trip to Japan scheduled for the next day and resolved to be in the moment. The to-do list could wait. I was ready to start counting the cows and grapevines that peppered the terrain as the bridge spilled us into the country.


In the rearview mirror, the city faded away but not John’s five-alarm screams.


“Turn down the volume on those headphones,” I said to Brady and Scott, the two tween boys. “You’re going to damage your hearing and keep John awake.”


Brady, the oldest, pulled his headphones off long enough to offer his preteen spirit. “I can read better with music. And if John doesn’t stop, we should just get one of those trailers and tow him behind us.”


“Good idea,” added Scott, son number two, who was not reading a book like his brother, but was shuffling through a large stack of his baseball cards looking for that one in a million that would be worth something.


Megan, third in line, uncharacteristically fidgeted in her seat. I knew she already needed a bathroom, but Megan wasn’t a complainer. I signaled to Carol that Megan might need a pit stop.


“What’s wrong, Megan?” Carol asked, twisting herself from the passenger seat halfway into our daughter’s miniature lap.


“Nothing.”


“Do we have to stop?” Carol asked with motherly precision.


“No, I want John to stop.”


“Me too,” said Brady.


“Me three,” said Scott.


“Me four; I think my hair might catch on fire from the crying,” I said, and they laughed.


Bonded by our desperation, we shared a laugh at the expense of poor John. I wondered where Carol got her patience from, smiling along with us, even though I knew she was the most tired of us all. She inherited the older two boys from me, but you’d never know it. I remember when we first got married, we attended a Giants baseball game. Scott had more than his share of cotton candy, hot dogs, soda, and ice cream. In the car on the way home when he said he didn’t feel well, Carol put him on her lap right before it all came up. “He couldn’t help it,” she said.


Now, years later, a different little boy required her attention. I was happy to be driving and thinking and listening all at once. I was thinking about the week ahead, the drive ahead, how to keep all of the children occupied, and how to find joy in all of it at the same time. A little space would be a good thing, some distance, not only in my thoughts but physically.


Moving out of San Francisco was never a thought. We had a life there; the kids were rooted in their school and their sports. We had our routines. I could get to the office and the airport easily. We knew which dry cleaners starched collars, and we had reliable landscapers, painters, handymen. Even Riley, our wheaten terrier, had his favorite groomers. Living in the city was like living in a well-oiled machine, slick with calendar reminders, babysitters, and a lot of takeout. While our household ran with the help of an entourage of skilled people, we couldn’t hire anyone to magically expand our eight-by-ten-foot backyard, at least not without bulldozing the houses around us. Even though the kids had only a parking lot space as a yard, they managed, the way city kids do, none the wiser of the world that existed across the bay.


We had been driving for just over an hour, when I sounded like Clark Griswald in National Lampoon’s Vacation. “How do you like my driving? Fun, huh?”


Luckily the rain had stopped, making the navigating less slippery as I headed off the beaten path. John’s screams graduated to hiccup-like whimpers. My secret plan was to do a big loop, although I wasn’t sure of the details. The plan was to exit the freeway in Healdsburg, head to Calistoga, and then head back south to San Francisco. After the Healdsburg exit, I made random lefts and rights, Carol unaffected by my experimental navigation. We were in the country. The mailboxes next to the road in all of their variations flew by. The distance between them was vast, unequal. Each mailbox was unique and pitched on posts—some wooden, others wrought iron, some painted in dizzying colors, while others blended with the greens and browns of the hilly backdrop.


“Keep your eyes peeled,” I said to no one in particular. They knew it was my signal to look out the window because we might see something interesting. I said it on most drives. “I think I see a camel, or is that a llama?”


“A real camel? What’s a llama?” Megan exclaimed, craning her head out the window, trying to catch a glimpse of a real, live llama.


“It’s a llama to protect the sheep,” Scott said, and we drove on.


“Look at that white dot up there in the middle of the valley,” said Brady. “It’s the only house around. The llama must belong to that family.”


The white dot that was tucked in the middle of a green valley grew bigger and bigger as the minivan made its gradual approach looking for more llamas or other creatures.


The white dot was indeed a house. “That looks interesting. I’m glad you kept your eyes peeled, everybody,” I said, with a new destination in mind. We pulled off the road just slightly, into the driveway of an old white Victorian home. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. None of us could. It was several stories high, with the original scalloped shakes on the roof and sprawling porches, one in the front and one on the side. The uniqueness raised the heads of all the kids. We stared.


“It looks like a giant wedding cake,” said Scott.


“Somehow the white picket fence isn’t cliché here,” Carol said, her voice filled with admiration and intrigue, like marveling at an oil painting in the Louvre.


“Are those Cabernet vines?” I asked, putting the car in park.


“Vines?” Carol said. “That’s an understatement. I don’t know what kind they are but there must be hundreds of acres of vineyards all around. They don’t end.”


“Well, it’s not a winery—at least I don’t think,” I said. No one had yet mentioned the hard-to-miss very large sign out front but everyone saw it. “It’s for sale.”


“Let’s buy it, Dad,” suggested Brady. “Call the number on the sign.”


Even from the road I could see that the house was a fixer-upper. A friend once described a fixer-upper as “something that used to be a house.” This one was in that category.


At least an hour from the city, with so much space to breathe, not a neighbor in sight, and in obvious need of repair, I wondered if the house could actually be affordable. The kids wanted to get out of the car and run around a bit. “Just stay close to the van,” I said. Scott did jumping jacks next to the van in an attempt to channel his enthusiasm. I picked up the car phone nestled in its case between the two front seats and dialed the real estate agent’s number.


“Well, that’s not happening,” I said hanging up as Carol wrangled the kids back into the car. “Unless we win the lottery, we can’t afford it even though it’s in such bad shape.”


We were all quiet with surprising disappointment as I pulled out of the driveway and headed toward Calistoga. As I watched the white Victorian fade back into a white dot in the rearview, it took me a minute to notice that John had finally fallen asleep.
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The cogs of our well-oiled family machine continued to turn. John outgrew his crankiness and channeled his energy into things more interesting to him. The tweens became teens and Megan was still our perfect little girl. But I had a new hobby. One that seeped into my day-to-day, mixing up my routine in a way that made my days more manageable, less mechanical: watching for the Old Victorian. For over a year, I researched its location in Knights Valley, learned about the vineyards in the valley, read up on the features of the eight-bedroom house. It had been built in 1870 and was a known landmark, featured in commercials that dated back to the 1950s. It was known as the “Cool Whip House,” and I watched videos online of commercials for the dessert topping that took place on the wraparound porch before it had begun to sink into disrepair.


Every day, I held my breath as I checked to see if the listing had been marked as “pending,” “under contract,” or “sold.” I knew that if the house sold, I would be crushed, so occasionally I’d call the agent to inquire about the status. Out of embarrassment of my obsession and so as not to let on I was too interested in the place, each time I called I used a fake name.


“Hello, this is Ben Murphy, can you tell me about that falling-down Victorian in Knights Valley?”


“Hi, I am visiting and saw your listing of a dilapidated house in Knights Valley. This is Ron Miller—can you tell me about the house?”


“Yes, I am calling about that old house that has been on the market for so long. There must be problems with it? This is John Stewart.”


The reply was always that the place was a masterpiece waiting for the right owner with a vision.


“It’s sure to sell soon,” the agent said. “There is a pot for every lid.”


The pot on my lid was feeling more like a pressure cooker. The year had gone by like another dizzying blur, the kids growing as fast as the swelling in my feet.


The year of my obsession not only allowed me to keep track of the status of the house but to do some research about the area. We took more trips over the Golden Gate Bridge in one year than the kids had taken in their short lifetimes combined. We visited the charming little town of Calistoga to check it out and to drive by “our” house. People referred to the town as “old-time California” and “funky.” Retail and food chains were prohibited by the town. There is one traffic light, parades were permanently marked on residents’ calendars, and cars donned bumper stickers that said, “Don’t turn Calistoga into Saint Helena.” (Saint Helena is the closest town and is more upscale and snooty, with famous residents.)


Calistoga was named when a drunken founder combined the words of California and Saratoga. Because of the hot springs there, he wanted the town to be known as the Saratoga, New York, of California. Instead, he called it the Calistoga of Sarafornia, and the name outlasted his bender. Throughout its history, Calistoga has been home to famous writers and artists like Robert Louis Stevenson but is more well known for the hot springs, mud baths, and wineries. Couples find it the perfect place for a getaway—not too far from the real world with romantic possibilities.


We were becoming acquainted with Calistoga, checking in on the Old Victorian like she was an old aunt. The family knew I was stuck with the idea of buying the old house, and although they thought I might be crazy, they secretly hoped it might happen too. The daydreaming gave me hope and something to do. With every crossing of the Golden Gate, I thought about how a bridge that couldn’t get built got built, and then some. I mean, anything here is possible. Maybe I’d win the lottery, maybe I’d receive an inheritance from an unknown relative, maybe I’d write a big bestseller. Or more easily, maybe, just maybe, I’d be patient and they’d lower the damn price.


On planes, in taxis, waiting in lobbies for meetings to begin, I dreamed about what I might do to the place. It was like a little game I played inside my head, but soon hatched into a private plan. I bought used books about restoration and gardening and started watching This Old House on PBS. I had a romantic notion that children should run out the back door of the house to have fun without any supervision. That kids should know how to ride a bike and shoot a bow and arrow and build a tree fort. We needed space for them to do that. I needed space to watch them do that.


During the year of obsession, on one anonymous call, the agent mentioned that the house was featured in the Sharpsteen Museum in Calistoga. The museum is dedicated to the rich history of the town. When we got there, we found the museum featured an intricate diorama of the house’s dining room with portraits of all the notables of the area painted in oils on the dining room walls. The diorama noted the historical significance of the house and the occupants. The docent noted our interest and talked about the house and showed us an 1870 lithograph of the Old Victorian. Now I was in even deeper. I didn’t see a house in the middle of California wine country circa 1870. I saw a story of a bustling village in the shadow of Mount Saint Helena. The lithograph called it a “Rancho.” The “Rancho” designation was derived from the large size of the property that was granted to Calvin Holmes in 1849. The term rancho is left over from the time when the Mexican government assigned large pieces of land to favored citizens.


My imagination went wild with nostalgia, with curiosity, and with hope. This house was not a three-bedroom box dropped out of the sky into a beautiful valley. Nor was it a McMansion built by someone who benefited from an IPO. This was a house that was rooted, intertwined in Sonoma’s culture and history, like the grapevines growing all around it. The house belonged here. The docent at the museum knew of the house. She said, “Too bad the place has gone to seed. You know, the house was featured in a lot of movies and some people call it the ‘Cool Whip House.’”


I didn’t let on that I already knew that fact, and let her continue. “Many people call it the wedding cake house because it looks like a beautiful tall wedding cake.”


“That’s what I said!” Scott said, pleased with his observation.


“The area around there is perfect for Cabernet grapes because of the volcanic eruption on Mount Saint Helena that occurred so long ago,” she continued. “The soil is young and volcanic, and wine grapes really like all the chemicals that came out of those ancient furnaces. Other grape varietals don’t like it that much, but the big Cabs love it.”


I wasn’t thinking about wine, but like grapes from a vine, I hung on her every word. It was as if each fact she shared about the house, the town, the landscape led me closer to a fact I had newly discovered about myself: I wanted this house, this life, this place.


Then, the planets aligned. The price of the house was lowered and I received a big bonus.
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One hundred and thirty years after it was built, my wife and I and our four children toured the property for the first time. Exploring the seventeen rooms, two porches, and five fireplaces was like taking a time machine through the past one hundred and thirty years. The house’s inhabitant was a widower in his nineties. He was only the house’s third owner. It was hard to imagine him living alone there, but he did. There were old cars perched on cinder blocks around the place. “Now, the cars don’t come with the house,” joked the jolly real estate agent. I wondered if she had a hunch that I had been the one impersonating those inquiries over the last year. “He’s been holding onto the property because he wants it to go to a family. He raised his own family here, and he’s been warding off developers sniffing around, probably because he’s proud. But more likely because the locals would never forgive him for selling out.”


It struck me that the neighbors were invested in the sale of the house almost as much as the owner. We weren’t just looking into buying a property. We were buying the next chapter in a story that started long before us. Who would write that chapter was of great import to every peripheral character for miles around. Up and down the streets of my San Francisco neighborhood, “For Sale” signs didn’t penetrate our souls the way the agent made it sound like it did here. Things were transactional in the city. Here, everything, even things that weren’t your own, mattered.


The mansard-style roof of shingles was painted light green. The house itself was painted white. The doors, trim, windowsills, were all chalky white. Like the orange of the Golden Gate Bridge lifting itself out of the cover of cloud, it had been the chalky white that enabled the Victorian to be visible among the vines. My dream of owning a vintage white house was in front of me. I hadn’t known I had the dream until it was brought into clear view.


“White is a good color for a country house,” I said, as if I were seeing white for the first time. Inside, the house was not staged to look good for a sale. Far from it. There was no glass of wine and a candle next to the bathtub. There was no bowl of green apples on the kitchen counter. There was no soft classical music playing in the background. The house was old and it had that unique smell of a house that had old people and cats living in it. I liked the clutter all around, artifacts that told the story of lives gone by, well lived. Our country real estate agent stood on the hardwood floors of the parlor, pointing to the original moldings that resembled scrolls, evading the cat pee and claw marks on the velvet drapes. “If you looked up ‘good bones’ in the dictionary, this house would be pictured,” she said.


Like two hypnotized audience members, Carol and I followed the agent to the bottom of the three-story staircase that, unlike the rest of the house, was in perfect shape. No pieces were broken or missing.


The stairs, covered by red carpet, began beneath a red chandelier. Like a VIP, I ascended the deep steps as they curved around, too wide to be considered spiral, but wide enough to resemble lavish decks of a turn-of-the-century luxury liner. The walnut banister with hand-carved spindles held a twisty walnut railing. I let my hands glide along the smooth finish, thinking, People made this. As we continued to climb, too captivated to notice the stench in the house, the last step led us to the third floor, where the ballroom was. “How many people do you know who have a ballroom in their house?” the agent asked, with a sense of hope.


“This stairway is like a metaphor for a big new life!” I answered, which rewarded me with an eyeroll or two from the boys.


“Wait till you see the views from up here,” the agent said, her hand scaling the banister. “The ballroom right now is being used for storage, with everything covered with blue tarps for protection.”


“Protection from what?” I asked.


We all gravitated to the ballroom’s center and looked up at the ceiling, which was also the roof of the house. We saw . . . rays of light. Was that the sky?


“I don’t think roofs are supposed to do that,” I said, pointing to the holes.


“Well, let’s just say the roof is a little leaky,” said the agent as she nudged us closer to the window, diverting us to where we could see the view of the back of the house.


I lifted Megan up, and we put our faces flat against one of the ballroom windows, like we were in one of Megan’s castle fairy tales. It was as if we were in a hot air balloon, bobbing through the air, taking in a panoramic view of miles and miles of vineyards and rolling hills. I felt like I could just reach out my arms and sweep the outside toward me like a pot of poker chips I just won with a lucky hand.


This would be a gamble for sure.


The best thing about going up the staircase, which greeted guests at the front door of the house, was that you had to come down them and see the craftmanship and integrity in reverse. With each creaky step down, I could feel the swelling leave my feet. Against the banister, my fingers strummed the spindles like strings of a guitar. The staircase was worth the entire price of the house.


“This would be a great place for Megan’s wedding,” I said.


“She’s four,” Carol quipped. “But yes, it would.”
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We were overwhelmed by the feeling that this was a special place. It was a mixture of worn-downness and craftsmanship, strange smells and stamina, elegance and country, birth and rebirth. And patina—a fine art created by the dance between usage and nature and time passing—everywhere. Patina is a feature that I admire in all nature of things and people.


A hammer with a wooden handle full of nicks, scratches, and maybe even the former owner’s initials is much preferred over a new shiny one with a metal handle. An elderly face that shows the wear and tear of a life well lived is far more attractive than one that has been cosmetically restored. The story of what happened during the life of that hammer or that person is what I want to see and hear. When in a home furnishings store, I am most attracted to those items that have a big NFS—Not For Sale—sticker on them. The items that catch my eye are the old model ships and the used books and the worn uniforms that may have been neglected and are now on display. Time and the evidence of use cannot be bought.


The patina and cracks and funny smells that filled the house didn’t scare us. Maybe the place is just in a sad chapter of its story right now. We could be the ones to change it into a happy story. Maybe the house, just as much as I, was searching for its next chapter. We could be a part of the story of this place, and this place can be a part of the family’s story.


The real estate agent posed it as a bonus that the house came with a decrepit carriage house, or was it a barn? The barn included some “special” old cars that would go with the current owner but it also housed a grand piano, an old safe, and hundreds of coffee cans filled with nuts and bolts. The stories! I can find a use for all of this, I thought. The property consisted of 12 acres of mostly uncleared brush and weeds and an ill-kept English walnut orchard.


It was clear that at one time this property had been a gathering place. The old lithograph at the museum showed buildings and barns and cookhouses that created a community, an estate where everything was grown, cut, and cooked by hand on the premises. There must have been scores of people who worked in and around the place. Workers who learned their trade from generations before them; and workers who broke their back learning trades they had no business being in. People just passing through and people who passed away where they were born and raised. “Apparently, they used to have grand dances here when people would have the greatest time and stay for days,” the real estate agent said, as we walked out of the center hallway and through the maze of the ground floor. “It had been the original estate of the area.”


I was never a fan of the word estate; it can sound pretentious. I didn’t want anything lavish; I wanted a retreat, a compound, a happy place. “Estate Grown” was a common adjective for the local wine, but the places where the very wine was made didn’t look like what I would call an estate. My work took me to the far ends of the earth, where the one-percenters had not one, but multiple estates, many of which they never saw more than once a year, maybe less. They named their estates or flew acquaintances of acquaintances in private jets to occupy them for a weekend schmoozefest, and I wanted no part of that. What I wanted was a break from the world I found myself doing business in, where I rubbed elbows with CEOs who complained about the price of fuel for their yachts.


“I don’t know what it used to be,” I said as we continued the tour, “but now it’s a run-down farmhouse at best.” My attempt to not seem interested was too late. The agent knew she had me at the stairs. It didn’t matter that guano and mold melded with the stale smell of dampness and that dust stuck to peeling wallpaper like mildew on an old raincoat. Each glaring flaw had flair and charm. You just had to imagine it. Engineer it, think it, build it. The potential was everywhere, not only in the physical place but in the notion of saving something worth saving, of building something that nobody thought could be built or, in this case, rebuilt. I wanted to rebuild my life in a place that was worth saving. The place said, You and your family can be reinvented here. This is your legacy.


I saw the Old Victorian as a place to create stories. Each story that lived in the “good bones” of the house amounted to the time and events that wore the house in, not out. Whatever needed fixing was just a continuation of the story.


We lingered around the property as much as we could without seeming creepy, until we peeled ourselves away long enough to drive up the road. “Let’s be in this adventure together and with the kids,” Carol and I concluded from the front seat, where on that day life-changing decisions were made. “Let’s take our time and let’s try to have fun with this. And . . . we might regret it, but let’s do it.”


We called our country real estate agent. “We’d like to make an offer on the house,” I said, with a nervous smile. “We are the family the owner has been waiting for.”


Within hours, the house I had been dreaming about for over a year was ours. We were in the country where the simple life grew like vines all around us, so we celebrated in the simplest country way: a picnic. We had lunch made at a local store and took our sandwiches and blankets and spread ourselves on the lawn of the Old Victorian. The only thing missing was one of those straw picnic baskets, like the one Dorothy kept Toto in. I felt a bit like we were trespassing.


The kids deemed a centuries’ old oak tree “home base,” as Carol and I opened a bottle of wine. John unsteadily toddled in pursuit of a frog.


“I don’t remember the last time we did this,” I said to Carol, pouring the wine into glasses we purchased at a yard sale that was happening next to the country deli. Etched on the sides was: Mustard Festival 1990.


“I don’t think we’ve ever done this,” Carol answered as our glasses clinked.


She could’ve been talking about the picnic or the house. Both could be true at the same time.


One Sunday drive turned into an experience that changed lives in ways that cannot be measured.


The view of Mount Saint Helena, which would soon be the backdrop greeting us from our front porch every day, was in clear view, and for the first time in a long while, my upcoming work didn’t intrude my thoughts. I wondered if somewhere a mile or more up the road a family in a car had spotted in the distance a white dot leaping from the green of the valley, wondering who the lucky homeowners could possibly be.
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