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			FOR MY FATHER, TED KLIMAN,
WHO TAUGHT ME TO TRUST IN MY OWN EYES
AND SHOWED ME THE COURAGE IT
TAKES TO CREATE
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				Whether bravely or cheerfully, you jettisoned anything about yourself that was a vestige and echo of a past form of life and vigorously settled into a new life-style—everybody’s new life-style—and you became an American. In the great collective of the United States of our Western World, your halved self was transubstantiated into a new, bursting fullness. Your Americanness simply booms in one’s face.

				—GREGOR VON REZZORI,
The Death of My Brother Abel

			

			
				The answer is never the answer. What’s really interesting is the mystery … to seek mystery, evoke mystery, plant a garden in which strange plants grow and mysteries bloom.

				—KEN KESEY
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PART ONE
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		CLOUDS OF DUST drift through the open windows of my rickety Toyota as it shudders along the bumpy gravel path of Champe Ford Road like a washing machine on spin cycle, stirring up sticks and pebbles.

		The vineyard sits up ahead, just beyond a grove of ash and walnut trees so densely crosshatched that the road through it resembles a tunnel. It’s a sunny, sweltering late spring day in Virginia’s hunt country, but having entered the tunnel, it’s as if I’ve entered a different realm altogether. Light and sound disappear. The heat, meanwhile, has not been dispelled by the intersecting bands of shade but becomes more concentrated, and the air has the odd, uncirculating stillness of a locked vault, of something trapped, a gathering of ghosts.

		I emerge onto a steep and narrow road to find a woman standing outside the tasting room with her hand over her brow, squinting into the slanting afternoon sun like a land surveyor. I’m late. Even before I cut the engine, she bounds out to meet me in her pale yellow blouse and white skirt.

		“Hiya,” she says, giving me her hand. “Jenni McCloud.” She doesn’t squeeze but instead, at the moment her fingers come into contact with my palm, allows them to go limp—a delicate gesture meant, I suppose, to reduce the effect of their size.

		I apologize for keeping her waiting. She waves me off. “No worries,” she says, as though worrying itself were the greater offense. “Come on, let me show you the property.”

		A pair of sweet, rambunctious dogs runs out from the wings to escort us to her all-terrain vehicle.

		“Say hello to Treixadura and Fer. Hello, cuties!”

		“Tresha what?”

		“Treixadura and Fer Servadou,” she explains, unhelpfully.

		I stare blankly.

		“The grapes? Spanish? No?” she offers.

		“Sorry. Never heard of ’em.”

		She shrugs.

		A couple of arthritic-walking chickens join the party. “Hey, little goobers,” Jenni says, stroking their lustrous coats.

		“You’ve got quite the menagerie, don’t you?”

		“And a parrot inside and I’m getting pigs next. Little piggies. I love it. All this land, and all these animals. I’m a country girl. I love being able to be free on the land like this, and breathe. That’s why I moved here.”

		We hop in and drive. To the east, Bull Run Mountain, soft and shimmering in the heat haze, conjures a slumbering giant, lolling on the horizon as if it were a hammock. Catoctin Mountain lies opposite at a distance. Embosomed between them, the tiny village of Aldie nestles. Other than the planes that knife across the sky, unwelcome reminders of nearby Dulles Airport and the congested exurbs of northern Virginia, Washington, D.C., feels like a time zone away. As humid and thick as the air is, I can feel myself beginning to unclench and breathe, too.

		“What is that, air?” I say, inhaling.

		Jenni throws her head back in laughter. “Welcome to wine country, man.”

		It’s sometimes the simplest of things, the silliest of things, that draw you to people, not their well-intentioned gestures or deepest thoughts. And so it is that I take an immediate liking to Jenni for following “wine country” with “man,” for subverting the gentility of the one with the vernacular of the other. There’s a subtle point here, too: Chrysalis, her vineyard, might be in equestrian country, but it is not of it.

		Had I not turned sharply off John Mosby Highway, I would have continued to historic downtown Middleburg, skirting low-riding stone fences as I rose and dipped and wound my way through the arcadian countryside. Middleburg and Aldie are five minutes apart. They might as well be five hours. It is Middleburg that the rich and powerful flock to, Middleburg that is synonymous with the good life, Middleburg that is widely regarded as the village with a claim to history, all those battlefields of the Revolutionary and Civil wars scattered about the lush and rolling valley. Aldie is a small town; Middleburg plays at being a small town. It gestures toward simplicity and taking it slow, but revels in its members-only aura—a private club, lacking only bouncers to enforce its codes. The smell of old money, palpable as the smell of fresh-mown grass in summer, draws new money. And the presence of both, in turn, is an irresistible turn-on for those with no money. On nice weekends, particularly in the spring and fall, droves of Washingtonians set out for Middleburg to stroll its boutiques and buy its overpriced jams and sleep late in its inns and fantasize, if only for a couple of days, that some of Middleburg’s charm and gentility has rubbed off on them.

		Aldie is the opposite of a tourist haven. It is Middleburg’s unlovely, unlettered sister. The town was established in 1765 and for a time was the fourth largest in Loudoun County. By the late nineteenth century, however, Middleburg was incorporated and Aldie descended into obscurity, only a Civil War battle punctuating its many meager decades of nonhistory. On principle alone, I would much rather find myself with a few hours to spend in Aldie than in Middleburg, preferring the hungry, unwashed outsider over the preening insider.

		The SUV rumbles over the hilly, uneven earth toward the vineyards, a yapping field dog running alongside. Jenni comes to a sudden, playful stop, and the dog nearly leaps into her lap. “Hey there,” she coos, stroking its fur. Then, like a mother grown impatient, she dispatches it: “Now, get out there and chase those deer!”

		She cuts the motor and we jump out. For a long moment I stand staring at the perfect, parallel rows of grapes, the leafy vines straining upward toward the blazing sun like worshippers seeking a god.

		“Pretty neat, huh?” Jenni asks, drinking in the tableau with me, beaming, then guiding me through the rows of vines with the unwavering focus of a general in the field. The ruddy skin, the long, clambering strides, the flinty impatience—it’s as if some iconic pioneer woman, tough-minded and independent, capable of handling anything or anyone, has stepped out of the pages of a Willa Cather novel.

		“Look at you little characters,” she says, as we come upon a grape called Norton, the prize of her vineyard and the reason I’ve made the long drive out from the city. The grapes, still months from being plucked, are beginning to cluster on the vines.

		“Come on, grow, Nortonians, grow!”

		She draws her fingers through the tiny blue-black orbs, like a jeweler showing off the quality of the pearls. “That’s history, right there. The native grape of America. Good old Norton. Born right here in Virginia, in Richmond.”

		Next to the names of the great European wines—Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, Merlot, Chardonnay—the name Norton sounds jarring by comparison, and Jenni accentuates the effect by biting down on each syllable. The effect is to provide a kind of history lesson: elegant, sophisticated Europe; hard, pioneering America.

		“I love it how in California they all think they’re making American wine with the Zinfandel. Zinfandel! Zinfandel’s from Hungary, for crying out loud. The Norton is American, it’s one hundred percent American, it’s ours. And the fact that it makes a phenomenal wine is just icing on the cake. Come on, let’s go and taste some.”

		Inside the tasting room, the increasing depth and sophistication of Jenni’s wine talk (malolactic fermentation, micro-oxygenation) leaves me feeling dazed and alienated, and after pouring a couple of her white wines for me to try, she leans across the counter and says, conspiratorially, “You wanna know something? For the longest time, wine gave me the willies. I didn’t like it. I was drinking Boone’s Farm and Strawberry Hill and wondering what all the fuss was, why everyone kept talking about wine. Honest to God’s truth.” She gives an odd little laugh, a sound that starts low, in the diaphragm, but finishes high and thin and reedy.

		Few businesses are more paternalistic, more rooted in tradition, in habit, than winemaking, a livelihood that is typically handed down through the generations, and most often from father to son. Women are scarce; outsiders, even scarcer. New ideas are generally anathema. And here was Jenni, who—before purchasing the seventy-plus acres of her estate (she says, pouring a lighter-bodied red) and coming north to Jefferson country from Florida after selling her diagnostic software business at the height of the tech boom—had never owned a vineyard and never made wine. Nor was she related to anyone who did. Indeed, the very idea of winemaking as a calling, a way of life, was not something that could be said to have been in her blood.

		She gives an exaggerated shrug of the shoulders, as if to suggest a combination of dumb luck and happenstance, or maybe divine providence, then tips a bottle of Norton Locksley Reserve into my glass.

		I can smell the wine even before I jam my nose into the bowl of the glass. I give the inky liquid a swirl and a taste, and am back again at the dinner that brought me here, a party thrown together in the chaotic aftermath of a hurricane.

		IT WAS AN early September night, the fifth night in a row we had spent without power, and all of the metropolitan D.C. area seemed to be in a state of suspended animation—sticky and silent. No lights, no stove, no TV, no radio, no stereo, no computer, no air conditioner. All the instruments of modernity rendered impotent by a violent thunderstorm that had pronounced its primacy over the city and then vanished. How much longer it would continue to disorder our lives, nobody, not even the electric company, knew. But that night I sat around drinking with friends into the early hours of the morning. The loss of our routinized, technological existence had become a kind of slipping of the veil, a time to forget all the doing and all the going, to reckon with the enduring power of elemental things.

		“What’s this stuff we’re drinking, anyway?” somebody asked at one point.

		My friend said it was the native grape of America, a grape called Norton.

		My wife said, “I thought Concord was the native grape.”

		“OK: correction. The native grape that makes a good, drinkable wine.”

		“Hey,” someone piped up, “don’t knock Manischewitz.”

		Norton? All I could think of was Jackie Gleason’s famously gravelly bellyache: “Hey, Nawwwwwwwwton!”

		It didn’t sound like the name of a wine, or anyway, a reputable wine; it sounded like something with cartoon animals on the label of the bottle. Real wines had French names that rolled off the tongue in an elegant procession of vowels.

		I reached across a table cluttered with half-eaten plates and half-burned candles for the bottle and poured more wine into my glass. And just like that, with just that simple action, my damp stickiness had become a light, beading sweat.

		Without air-conditioning, without ambient light, being on the inside felt no different from being on the outside, and the steady chirping of the crickets seemed an insistence of the supremacy of Mother Earth, of the ceaseless rhythms of nature. The dark was unending, all-encompassing. Examining my glass, I could scarcely make out the color of the wine. I held it out to the candlelight for closer inspection, but not only did the flame not illuminate the liquid, it seemed, if anything, to deepen and darken its color, as if the flickering light were intent on preserving its secrets. The wine was so opaque, it looked black, not red.

		Whether it was the lateness of the hour, the subtle power of the wine, the sense of being at the mercy of the elements, my drunkenness, or all of these things working on me at once, I can’t say, but it was as if what I was drinking was an embodiment of the moment, the mystery, a correlative to our primal condition. It was dark, it was earthy; there was something wild, something alive, in the glass.

		I had seldom tasted this earthiness in California wines. I did taste it in European wines, particularly those from the Rhône, in France, and in the southern Italian and rustic Spanish wines I liked, but the Norton was bigger than most of those wines.

		The conversation had moved on by this time, to talk of other meals, of movies, of how long we could live without our modern comforts, but I hadn’t moved on. I was still thinking about the Norton. I reached again for the bottle.

		Squinting, I scanned the fine print on the label for more information, much the way I used to read liner notes as I lay on the floor and listened to my father’s old jazz records, in the hope that the words might illuminate some aspect of the music (in the hope, too, that this illumination would, in turn, illuminate some aspect of my father). No illumination, though I did fasten onto one detail: In 1873, at an exhibition in Vienna, a bottle of Norton was declared one of the great red wines in the world. I turned the bottle around to look at the front of the label: Chrysalis Vineyards. I had just begun writing a column about food and wine for a weekly paper in Washington, D.C., and, drunk though I was, I managed, somehow, to retain this piece of information. There was always another column to write. It might come in handy.

		A day later, electricity returned to the city. And my encounter seemed, all of a sudden, a long-ago thing. How quickly my routinized life, my life of instruments, had reasserted its power over me.

		STANDING ON the other side of the counter from Jenni in the tasting room, now, sharing the story of my encounter, gesticulating wildly with my hands, I catch myself, realizing the ridiculousness of what I have just done, of making myself vulnerable to a complete stranger, of professing to be profoundly moved by a thing I can hardly begin to describe.

		“Oh,” Jenni says, “my life changed when I first tasted a Norton.”

		The moment calls for a toast, some ratification of our discovered bond. She pours a glass for herself of the Locksley Reserve, swirls aggressively, sets the glass down, picks it up, swirls it again. We drink.

		According to the protocol of a wine tasting, the taster is encouraged to offer up a few sensory thoughts. I think of all the words that connoisseurs come up with to describe their experience, cataloging and classifying smells with Dewey decimal–like precision, isolating the contents of a glass as if they were conducting a science experiment—berry, cherry, tar … I can’t speak these words with a straight face, of course, but the fact is, none seem equal to the task at hand. Jenni’s Locksley Reserve eludes easy classification.

		As alert to my struggle to put the taste into words as she was, earlier, at my cluelessness at wine chemistry, Jenni smiles at my fumbling wine talk, as if my inability to express its character in a few neat phrases was a testament to the Norton’s fundamental profundity, an it-ness that transcends the grasp of words. “Different, huh?”

		This does the trick, dislodging the moment for me from the weight of expectation. “I mean, the thing is, it looks like a Cabernet or a Merlot. But then …”

		“But then,” Jenni jumps in to finish my sentence, “you tip it back and you taste the damn thing, and it’s just—whoaaaaaaaa.”

		Her eyes roll back into her head, which she flings back as if she were simulating whiplash, the operatic semaphore of the wine’s effect concluding with a woozy side-to-side roll of her head.

		Jenni’s exuberance is infectious, and as she laughs at herself—laughs at the sheer joy of being silly, of being completely and utterly free—I find myself laughing right along with her.

		But now she turns contemplative. She gives the wine another swirl, but gentler this time. She holds the glass out in front of her and offers a more thoughtful, analytical assessment: “It’s unique, but agreeable … different, but attractive. It’s kind of wild, yet the thing is that over time it does tone down while still keeping some of that power. You have to get to know it.”

		Is she talking about the wine? I wonder. Or herself? Or both? There is so much more I want to ask her. How she came to Virginia to make the Norton. How the grape, once so dominant, could simply disappear …

		“Wow, long story. Long stories,” she says. She has other business to attend to, other appointments to keep. “Next time.” She extends her hand across the counter. “To continued conversation.” And vanishes behind the tasting-room door.

		•    •    •

		SEVERAL DAYS LATER, back in my cubicle at the newspaper, I review my notes from the afternoon, hearing Jenni’s voice all over again as I read the words on the page.

		And then I close the notebook and put it atop the pile of all the other notebooks I keep and don’t pick it up again for months.

		I think I am putting it out of my mind. I think I am practicing self-preservation. I think I am being guided by the rational part of my being, the part that makes thoughtful decisions and puts up obstacles and is reluctant to become consumed by long, unwieldy projects (because I seldom attempt anything without becoming consumed by it), but another part of me, more instinctive, more animal—the part I have always believed drives everything that matters—cannot stop mulling it.

		Finally, one day I give in and I get in the car and drive down to Richmond, to Norton’s home, poring for days over documents, garden maps, court records, and newspaper clippings.

		What, exactly, I am expecting to find among these papers, I am not certain. Where, exactly, these investigations will lead—if they will lead anywhere—I have no clue. All I know is that I am pursuing a new interest, because I have learned that it is not possible for me not to.

		I still do not know that you have to give up control in order to learn a thing, that you have to go where you are taken, and that the only true knowledge is the knowledge that changes you. But I will learn that, too.
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		THE DOCTOR’S THOUGHTS that winter were as bleak and unrelenting as the season. Spring, with its prospect of planting and promise of renewal, had always done much to dispel his black moods, but as 1821 crossed into 1822, it seemed not just a long way off but in some measure inconceivable, an exotic country out of reach of a broken man.

		Holed up at Magnolia Farm northwest of Richmond, Virginia, Daniel Norton’s isolation deepened. His sense of paralysis deepened, too, so that he found himself caught once more between extremes, unable to rouse himself to follow through with the act that preoccupied him, yet unable to think of anything else. A man of science, a rationalist steeped in the imperatives of reason, he was at the mercy of the greater power of unreason, and it seemed to him that suicide, far from being a capitulation, would be a solution, a means of turning off the spigot of guilt and anguish and what-might-have-been that had left him gasping, yet still no closer to understanding the events of December 17, 1821.

		On that day, the promised addition, his and Eliza’s first baby, turned into subtraction by two. Labor had gone horribly awry, claiming mother and child.

		“The unfortunate Dr. Norton,” said his half-brother, John Jaquelin Ambler, summing up the doctor’s circumstance for the Richmond Daily Mercantile Advertiser, “was at a single blow of destiny made a childless widower.”

		The catastrophe was compounded by his tendencies toward solitude and alienation, tendencies that lay dormant for the three years of married life he had enjoyed with Eliza. Having decamped with his wife from the city to the farm, to a quiet, ordered world of his own making, he was now all of a sudden at the mercy, again, of noisy, nosy society.

		He became a figure of chatter and speculation. Widower. Childless. Better to be neglected or forgotten than to be pitied, he decided. The mere thought of making the rounds of the Richmond social scene exhausted him—the leisurely nights passed in drawing rooms and parlors, the young ladies gathering around the table for a game of loo, the women chattering about the visiting star of the English stage, Junius Brutus Booth, and his triumphal performance as Richard III, the men retiring to the porches to hold forth on the price of tobacco and the horses at Tree Hill. He had barely had patience for the pleasant exchanges required of polite society when he was not deranged by sadness and resentment; now, it seemed an enormous outlay of emotional capital to keep up appearances.

		On January 24, a little more than a month after Eliza’s death, he roused himself to take action. He sat down and, collecting himself enough to organize his thoughts, composed a letter to his sister—the first, he admitted with embarrassment, he had ever written to her.

		
			And if this poor acknowledgement of my fault is at all acceptable to you it will at least, lighten the great misery which I now endure—

			For the joy of the world has passed from me and I claim all the sympathy of my connections to support me, amidst the horror of the time that is to come.…

			Once I could watch the blooming hyacinth & dwell with rapture on the bursting petals of the rose, and then as I saw them wither, say thou art given to us for a season, & the time of thy flowering will come again; how charming are the works of nature, how divine the hand that formed them; then I drew closer to my bosom, my sweet girl, as the thought rushed upon my soul for I felt that, the bright eyes that beamed upon me with so much fondness, must sometime fade & the whole form that I adored perish like the flowers of the fields, that the morning would come when there would be no light & the spring return without its beauties.… [Now] the chilly hand of death has come in the blast of the desert and severed for ever the twin buds of peace.

		

		In his reverie of woe, Norton moved from addressing his sister to beseeching God:

		
			All wise & gracious God, I bow with due submission to thy decrees but I trust it is not against thy holy law, to mourn my Wife, my all, my only tie to life; …—May I not answer to her sweet call as it floats on the bosom of the air, may I not in my dreams go close to the cold & silent grave and kiss those lips on which I have dwelt so oft so happily. May I not at the mid hour of the night converse with the dead and treasure up the admonitions of an angel in Heaven.… The leaves of the tree that shadows her grave will be still whilst I lay down in my sorrow & mourn her forever.

		

		He had arrived at Magnolia Farm, the biggest prize of his dowry, three years earlier, full of hope for his marriage and his future and determined to prove that he was his own man—that he was not dependent upon the Amblers, whose large and sprawling clan he had lived on the margins of ever since his father had died when Norton was three, and his mother, Catherine, remarried. Norton retained little memory of the man, but his father’s absence as the years wore on became stronger, an absence that had come to feel like a presence, and that lent Norton the air of an abandoned man—a man forever in search of a missing piece of his puzzle.

		John Hatley Norton had been a shipping merchant, with offices in England and Virginia, one of the industrial leaders of a state that was vital to the economy of a young, developing nation. Prosperous as he was, however, he was neither as prominent nor as well connected as John Ambler, the patriarch of one of Richmond’s most famous families.

		The Amblers had deep roots in Jamestown. Though by colonial standards they were regarded as latecomers, arriving from York, England, only sixty years prior to the Declaration of Independence, they remained on the island when the capital moved inland to Williamsburg, inducing many pioneer families to resettle. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, they had come to dominate financial transactions on the western end of the island. The accumulation of capital led to an accumulation of political power, which in turn led to a growing belief in the importance of public service. Business, politics, the military—it was widely understood that the Ambler man did not give himself to one of these fields, but rather that he devoted his time to learning to master all three. Accordingly, John Ambler volunteered as a “boy warrior” in the Revolutionary War and later served in the War of 1812, eventually earning the rank of lieutenant colonel. He also served in the Virginia House of Delegates and was a member of the grand jury that indicted Aaron Burr. At his plantation, Glen Ambler turned the booming demand for tobacco into a handsome profit.

		Norton, his mother, Catherine, and the steadily growing Ambler family (she bore the colonel eight children in all) moved from Williamsburg to Richmond in 1806, settling a year later in an octagon-shaped edifice in Court End, a neighborhood north of the capitol that abuts Council Chamber Hill. Court End was more than a destination for lawyers. It was a destination for Amblers. In his memoir, Virginia, Especially Richmond, in By-Gone Days, Samuel Mordecai recalled that Ambler’s married female cousins lived in the neighborhood and that a “distinguished circle they [all] formed.” Among this circle was the most prominent legal mind of his generation—John Marshall, later the chief justice of the Supreme Court. He had married one of those cousins. All roads, it seemed, led to the Amblers.

		It was a different world for the boy, an intensely social world, a world of privilege and wealth, of proximity to power.

		Norton was raised alongside his stepfather’s children, as if he were an Ambler too. But he was not an Ambler and never would be an Ambler, and in ways subtle and not, he came to internalize his status as an outsider, deepening his detachment and intensifying his loneliness. Studious and intense, with a fanciful cast of mind, he retreated into a world of books, learning poetry and studying philosophy, that time-honored preoccupation of lonely, sensitive young souls everywhere; in his case, it was both balm and affliction, because in his isolation he came to identify with the wayward Romantic figures he read about, their solitary adventures, their melancholic longing.

		At eighteen, he fashioned an escape, going north to the University of Pennsylvania for medical school. Medicine was not a passion, but it would, he figured, provide a profession and a means of supporting himself apart from the Amblers.

		Away from home and on his own for the first time, the world took on a new tint, acquired new depth and meaning. Possibilities opened up to him. He traveled to Europe, to Paris and Rome, trips that left such a lasting impression on him that even years later, in the throes of his melancholy, he could recall with precision and vividness the places he had been, the feelings they elicited. He envisioned a future for himself, a limitless future, in which he was no longer the brooding outsider but the doer, the man of action, making things happen.

		In 1815, he graduated and returned home, determined to make something of himself—to elevate his profile in the rigorously stratified society of his native city.

		Richmond was changing. The War of 1812 was over. Business was booming. Tobacco processing would not arrive for another generation, but the cessation of the war had opened up grain trade to Europe, and flour milling drove the economy, spurring a network of related industries, from machinery to ironworks to coopering. The next three years, the so-called Flush Years, witnessed a flurry of real estate speculation, birthing a massive, unsustainable bubble that eventually popped with the Panic of 1819. The city became a banking colossus, new neighborhoods popped up (some fully developed, some not), and a real middle class emerged for the first time. A sleepy town of rolling hills and deep ravines, of quaint, iron-fringed houses and gently undulating plantations, of lolling afternoons on wide porches and courtly dances at night in grand parlors, Richmond had emerged as a vital center, the unofficial capital of the South.

		But some things had not changed. And coming home to Richmond meant coming home to assume his place among the Amblers. What choice did he have, after all? He was not a Northerner and never would be. He might not have felt a part of things at the Ambler estate, but it was a life he knew. And the ties that promised to bind him inextricably to the old life also promised connections that might prove useful in building his practice.

		Now that he was settled at home, one of the first orders of business was to sit for his portrait, one of the rites of passage for Richmond’s elite. He was twenty-one.

		The picture, departing from the bland impassivity of most formal portraits, is startling in its directness. In a yellow waistcoat and muttonchops, he sits posed before an olive background, his body at a slight turn, his pale face in a subtle rightward tilt. His beady eyes are dark and imploring, fixing the viewer with an expression of insolence amplified by the attitude of his arms, which are crossed. A first impression would suggest that the sitter appears to be impatient with having to pose for a portrait when there are more interesting, more important things to do. But the picture also suggests another kind of impatience, an impatience with the codes and assumptions of a society he was ambivalent about rejoining.

		IN 1818, Norton attempted another escape. He wed Elizabeth Call, the daughter of Daniel Call, a Richmond lawyer, an ardent Federalist, and the brother-in-law of John Marshall. The three years of married life that followed constituted the most stable, tranquil period of the doctor’s life.

		A year later, he joined with another doctor, William Tazewell, establishing a practice at the corner of Ninth and Broad streets. They charged three dollars per visit; “advice” they dispensed for a dollar. Blistering pills cost seventy-five cents. Opiate pills were twenty-five cents.

		Though as a doctor he enjoyed a measure of social standing, it was not lost on him that he was a working man, which marked him as a cut below the planter elites, accentuating the difference between him and the members of his adopted family. Worse, medicine was a repetitive bore, hardly worthy of his vast intellect or curiosity, a wan approximation of the life he had envisioned for himself at the University of Pennsylvania, a life that Mr. Jefferson (everyone in Virginia called Thomas Jefferson “Mr. Jefferson,” a casual form of address that served to close the distance between the living legend and the common man) had shown was not merely possible but, for the young elite, imperative—a life of science and art, of philosophy and farming, of action and reflection.

		It was the twenty-seven acres of land of Magnolia Farm that drew the greatest share of his concentration. In addition to the land, he had also received an allotment of eleven slaves and their children as part of his dowry, and with their help and with the help of the countless books and manuals he’d devoured, he had embarked on the ambitious project of turning the land into the serious experimental garden he had always envisioned.

		Working with his hands had always had a way of allaying the agitations of his mind. The garden was a holy place, and gardening was spiritual work. All living things, he felt, were infinitely delicate, surprising, and miraculous. To grow and thrive was nothing less than a manifestation of the divine hand, yet he was convinced there was no great secret to bringing forth life from a seed: It was the constancy and care of the gardener, a devotion that was a kind of love.

		Marriage to Eliza had moderated his inner conflicts, and her gentle disposition and good humor seemed to effect a balance between his two natures, the way an artist’s chiaroscuro blurs the distinctions between darkness and light, softening them and easing their differences.

		That winter, though, the darkness eclipsed the light, and he found himself on the precipice.

		WHAT SAVED HIM? Not love, the oldest and surest salve for the soul. And not time, the proverbial healer of all wounds. No, what saved him was something simpler and smaller. What saved him was a grape.

		His garden had always been the one place in the world he could count on, a place to repair to when life began to crowd him. But if it was a respite, it was a respite the way a small cabin studio adjacent to the house is a respite for an artist or musician—a place where the creative mind, freed by solitude, can run riot.

		Like so many early Americans, the doctor was caught up in the frenzy of discovery of his new and lightly populated country, a rush to identify and classify the rich and varied bounty all around him, the fascinating species of fruits and vegetables and plants and trees. The possibility of creating new ones, of solving the innumerable riddles of the New World by applying Old World teaching to fresh problems, was more captivating still, and he had embarked upon a number of projects at Magnolia when he first arrived.

		In the science of medicine, he was a professional; as a horticulturalist, he was an amateur. It is wise, in this instance, to dispense with a contemporary reading of the term and revert instead to the Latin root: to do a thing out of love. Like many other amateurs of the nineteenth century, his lack of training did not lead to feelings of insecurity and doubt; on the contrary, it released him from conventional wisdom and compelled him to find his own answers to things. He immersed himself in books, horticultural manuals, and botanical studies, educating himself, becoming an expert out of necessity—and by sheer force of will. He planted a wide variety of grapes, native and foreign alike, and an array of other fruits and vegetables, nurturing the land with the same ardor and attention he had lavished on Eliza.

		Some of these grapes he grew for eating. Others he experimented on. These were his guinea pigs, assigned the role of testing the ideas and theories he was then reading about. One of his consuming ambitions involved the crossbreeding of varieties to produce a hardy, disease-resistant grape that would, in addition, make a supple, drinkable wine.

		Grape cultivation is difficult, laborious, and not always rewarding work, dependent on a variety of factors (weather, soil conditions, insects, diseases) that are beyond a vintner’s control. The only certainty is doubt. It is not for the easily dissuaded, nor for those who do not possess a deep and abiding connection with the natural world, who cannot live with and among its mysteries.

		•    •    •

		THE PROJECT the doctor had taken up, of crossing grape varieties in the hope of creating a durable, disease-resistant grape that might produce a soft and drinkable wine, was even less subject to control, even less certain.

		In the field, his restless seeking found an outlet, a focus. He had conceived of Magnolia Farm as a kind of laboratory. Whatever he could get his hands on, he grew. Whatever new methods or practices he read about, he tried. (By the end of the 1820s, he would even begin grafting Spanish grapes, a variety of Vitis vinifera, onto native vines in the stretch of land between his house and the meadow. The practice would not become common in Virginia until the end of the nineteenth century, a means—the only means—of successfully growing V. vinifera in the state.)

		Crossing varieties was an unusually ambitious undertaking for an amateur, and his success was so unfathomable—a strange and unlikely amalgamation of fate, chance, intuition, and risk—that for nearly two centuries his story has been called into doubt by some wine historians and horticulturists. Complicating matters is the fact that the doctor did not leave behind a daily or weekly chronicle of his activities in the field. All this adds to the rich air of mystery, obscuring, though not obliterating, the details of his discovery.

		What do we know? A series of recent investigations by Dr. Cliff Ambers (a geologist by training, but in the spirit of Norton himself, an amateur horticulturist who operates an experimental vineyard at his home in Monroe, Virginia) suggests that as the doctor made his rounds in the garden one day, probably in the fall of 1821, he would have discovered that among all the innumerable darts he had thrown up at his target, one of them had somehow stuck. A low-lying cluster of grapes, with small, thick-skinned orbs that were blue-black in color, like a fresh bruise, would have caught his eye. Drawing his fingers through the cluster, examining the shape of the leaves, broad, floppy, and three-pointed, he would have been able to see that it was not a variety of the European grape, V. vinifera. But neither would it have resembled any other native variety he had seen, including V. aestivalis, which he himself had planted.

		A lover and collector of wine, Norton was well acquainted with the noble European varietals and had been endowed with a palate discerning enough to appreciate the subtle differences among sometimes similar-seeming wines. He was well acquainted, too, with the many, repeated failures to produce a good table wine in the New World. The problem was that the European grapes were too delicate to withstand the humid summers and harsh winters of Virginia, while the native grape varieties produced such a musky, disagreeable liquid that, while it could be called wine—it was fermented—it could not be called drinkable. Winemakers refer to this insistently musky character as foxiness.

		These new grapes would have impressed him at once with their promise. For one thing, they were healthy and strong—no small accomplishment, for many vinifera vines were unable to survive for long in the state. Not only that, but they lacked the foxiness that dogged every native grape he’d tried. They were sweet and juicy and flavorful.

		Eager to arrive at some understanding of the origin of his discovery, his mind would have drifted back to one of his experiments in hybridization years earlier, when (as he later related, in a methodological account for New American Orchardist) he had emasculated a grape called Bland—a self-fertilizing species of V. labrusca, the “fox” grape—cutting away all the stamens with a pair of small, pointed scissors while the anthers were still unripe, leaving the style and stigmata uninjured. He had then dabbed it with the full-blown blossoms of another vine, probably a Pinot Meunier, a vinifera grape and a fuzzy cousin of Pinot Noir.

		Accidents, mistakes, chance—in art, these are the shorthand terms accorded the arrival of an outside phenomenon that alters a plan and effects a new and welcome outcome. The doctor actively courted chance. Not wanting the plant to self-pollinate and complicate his attempt to create a new fruit, he had not protected the emasculated flower cluster with a bag, leaving it open to the possibility of further impregnation. He achieved his wish. Rogue aestivalis pollen, floating in the breeze at Magnolia Farm from any of several native varieties, penetrated the emasculated Bland and pollinated it.

		What happened next is not entirely known. But the doctor was sufficiently intrigued by the grape to extend the experiment, planting cuttings of the new grape in the hope of producing enough clusters to make wine. He would have pulled those clusters of grapes from his wild vine and pressed them, producing a dark, opaque juice that he bottled and stashed in his cellar, to begin the process of fermentation, the great transformation from a sweet, grapey liquid into a refined drink.

		Bottling the liquid was not a pronouncement of faith; it was simply testing a hypothesis, taking a supposition to its logical conclusion. When, many months later, he eased the cork out and poured the inky fluid into a glass, he would have had no reason to be optimistic about the output of his oddball grape, no reason to think that he had produced something other than an astringent grape juice. But not only was this wine drinkable, it was good. More important than what it was, though, was what it wasn’t: It wasn’t foxy. What the vinifera had done was to tame some of the foxiness inherent in the aestivalis—tame, but not defang. The native character came through but did not predominate.

		Norton’s knowledge of wines, coupled with his scientific inclination toward detachment, surely mitigated against snap judgments and unbridled enthusiasm about the prospects of his new grape. What was more, it was simply not possible to divine the real worth of such a crudely extracted liquid. And yet he could not help but be encouraged by what he tasted. Rough-hewn though it was, the wine seemed to him to possess some of the potential for the power and depth of a Bordeaux. And the mere fact that it was pleasant on the tongue, let alone promising, after two centuries of trial and error, but mostly error, in the colonies was significant.

		How significant? That was the question. This was not Archimedes in his tub; not the utter elation of the joy of discovery. Of greater and more immediate significance was that, in the months to come, his odd grape began to assume the outlines of an obsession, one that would, in time, displace his other obsession.

		He did not yet know that with this improbable act of creation he had succeeded in doing what nobody had been able to do in more than two hundred years of trying, not the colonists at Jamestown, not Jefferson—produce a wine on native ground that would not succumb to disease and was, above all, worth drinking. He did not yet know that he had cracked the code.
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		IF THE AMERICAN experiment had taken as long as the American experiment in wine, there might never have been an America. But if there had never been wine, or rather the promise of wine, there also might never have been a fleet of ships dropping anchor at Jamestown in 1607.

		The English Crown was motivated by something more than mere discovery of territory heretofore unknown to the white man. It was motivated by profit.

		The monarchy had begun to tire of the monopoly the Iberian governments held over the wine trade. Elizabeth I had resumed relations with the French by the end of the sixteenth century, but the queen chafed at the high tariffs her neighbors to the south imposed on wine. Wine held great importance to the British. It was not a luxury, a beverage of leisurely contemplation, to the colonists or the English who sent them. No fermented or distilled beverages were. Water was a dubious proposition in the seventeenth century; epidemics of cholera and dysentery were the bane of cities, towns, and villages in Europe and America until well past the middle nineteenth century. Whiskey and ale and port could get you drunk, but they possessed an incalculable benefit, too, inoculating drinkers to a degree from the ravages of cholera and dysentery. Englishmen drank, on average, forty gallons of alcohol a year. Drink was a preservative and, because of this, a highly valuable commodity.

		The members of Sir Walter Raleigh’s 1584 North American expeditions glimpsed the verdant future site of the Roanoke colony, in present-day North Carolina, with its grapes growing in wild profusion. The English were not the first to “discover” the grape-rich area, however. A Spanish Jesuit missionary named Father Juan de la Carrera had sent a dispatch to his king, noting vineyards “so beautiful and so well plotted as any in Spain.” (Inexplicably, by 1590 the Roanoke colony was gone—a victim, some historians believe, of a counterattack by angry, displaced Indians, but more likely assimilation.)

		With rival empires lusting after the promise of its vines, the area was ripe for exploitation. It was simply a matter of time as to which kingdom got there first—and managed to hang on.

		To the English, the New World represented a rare opportunity, holding out the promise of a self-sustaining source for wine that would liberate the country from the grip of its adversaries, while also giving it an opportunity to extend the empire. James I moved ahead vigorously with plans to voyage to the continent in 1606, recruiting investors, selling shares in the new venture on the London stock market, and chartering a trading company to set up a commercial colony in the New World. The voyage of the Virginia Company—named for Elizabeth, the so-called Virgin Queen—set sail in 1606 with 108 passengers divided among the three ships. Arriving four months later in the spring of 1607 at the mouth of a river emptying into Chesapeake Bay, they dubbed their destination Jamestown, after the King.

		Enthusiasm was high. Company records note that Virginia “yeeldeth naturally great store” of grapevines “and of sundry sorts, which by culture will be brought to excellent perfection.”

		Captain John Smith, who led the expedition, echoed Sir Walter Raleigh’s report. At Jamestown, he wrote, there were vines “in great abundance in many parts that climbe the toppes of the highest trees.”

		Of the colony’s initial winemaking efforts, Smith boasted, “[O]f hedge grapes, we made neere 20 gallons of wine, which was neare as good as your French Brittish.” He boldly ventured that if the grapes were “properly planted, dressed and ordered by skillful ‘vinearoones’”—vignerons, the French term for the workers who cultivate grapevines—“we might make a perfect grape and fruitful Vintage in short time.”

		Smith’s optimism was unfounded. The colonists did not come close to making a perfect grape. As for the predicted “short time” until the vintage materialized, that was off, too. By about two centuries.

		The Virginia Company’s response to the colonists’ first batch of wine amounted to a damning judgment of the venture. It implored the new governor of Virginia, Sir Thomas Gates, to “use the labour of your owne men in makinge wines”—drinkable wines, that is. In truth, the drinking habits of the settlers ought to have been incentive enough. Many of the thirsty pioneers had taken to slurping water from the muddy James River. “Our drinke,” wrote one of the colonists, a man named George Percy, “[was] Cold water taken out of the River, which was at a floud verie salt, at low tide full of slime and filth, which was the destruction of many of our men.”

		The wine, believed to have been made from the Scuppernong grape, had the bouquet of a wet dog, and was reckoned to be “foxy,” a highly untechnical designation, to be sure, but one that nonetheless paints a vivid and disagreeable word picture; it outlived its coiners, and remains the Jamestown colonists’ most enduring contribution to American wine culture. Foxy wines have an insistent muskiness about them, a muskiness that crowds out the fruitiness of a wine and works against the chance of any kind of complexity. It is a characteristic of many native grapes, like aestivalis, and is seldom, if ever, found in the vinifera grapes that dominate Europe.

		By 1618, the colonists had all but exhausted their available winemaking options. They had experimented with growing native grapes, including the Muscadine and the Catawba, but to little avail. Any number of theories were trotted out to justify the failure of the colonists to produce the wine that had been expected of them. The climate was poor. The soil was not good. They had not been outfitted with the proper equipment. What was more, there were deer everywhere, blithely munching the product of the colonists’ backbreaking labors.

		In 1619, the Virginia Company, rethinking its approach, went to the expense of bringing in eight vignerons from France, along with a variety of French vine cuttings. Many of the imported vinifera vines died. Those that survived did not thrive and produced an exceedingly poor-quality wine.

		The problem with native grapes was that they were a poor match for winemaking. The problem with European grapes was that they were a poor match for American soil and climate. The vines were ill-suited to the heat and humidity of Virginia and unable to adapt to the inevitable diseases and pests that preyed upon them. It ought to have been a mighty lesson learned. But the mistakes were repeated, over and over, for nearly two centuries.

		The French have a term for the primacy of the role of the climate and the land in winemaking, called terroir. There is no practical equivalent in English. The word refers to the almost mystical combination of soil and air that, in the impassioned view of the French, for whom it is a kind of referendum on the national character, is imparted to every bottle of wine. Terroir cannot be forced or faked or imitated; it is innate, encoded within every bottle of wine as traits are encoded in DNA, a vast complex of characteristics that no vintner, no matter how skilled, can cover over—the irreducible stamp of a place and time. It differs from place to place, perhaps imperceptibly to the untrained, but in the end that modest difference is a mighty one, a great and enduring mystery of individuality. By the laws of terroir, you cannot simply uproot a vine, a vine that speaks of a particular place and time, and hope to transplant it successfully to another patch of the world.

		The vignerons did not admit that their own vines were insufficient to the task. Their complaint was with the colonists, who, they alleged, treated them like slaves.

		That same year, the Virginia Company also petitioned Jamestown legislators for a law that would make it mandatory for every household to plant and tend European vines. In 1619, at the first meeting of an English representative assembly in the colony, held in a Jamestown church—the first representative assembly in the New World—the burgesses passed Acte 12. All men who headed a household were required by law to grow European grapes:

		
			… every householder doe yearly plante and maintaine ten vines, untill they have attained to the arte and experience of dressing a Vineyard, either by their owne industry, or by the Instruction of some Vigneron. And that upon what penalty soever the Governour and Counsell of Estate shall thinke fitt to impose upone the neglecters of this acte.

		

		The penalty was eventually decided: “on paine of death.”

		At the behest of the company, the vignerons were retained to instruct the colonists in the finer points of grape cultivation. But individual instruction was only a part of the program of education the company embarked on. It also supplied every household with an instructional manual on viticulture and silkworm cultivation—somewhat like equipping every room in a hotel with a Gideon Bible. As if these spurs were not
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