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Richard Sanford
seeks balance
at his vineyard,
where he grows

grapes and

& protects oak
trees like the
one seen here.

The Tao of Wine

Vietnam veteran Richard Sanford has
found peace in his organic Vineyard—and
conflict outside it.

BY GUY HAND

N AN EARLY OCTOBER MORNING, RICHARD SANFORD
is driving through an elfin forest of 28-year-old grape-

vines, the first he ever planted. The air is cool and

crystalline, and sunlight spills over a vineyard that is just begin-

ning to turn autumnal red and gold. Here in the Santa Ynez
Valley of central California, the harvest is on.

Sanford stops to check several
wooden bins filled with freshly picked
Chardonnay grapes. The fruits are
small and pale green; their bright taste
brings a smile to his face. Sanford has

won awards for his wines, but after
some time with him you begin to real-
ize that awards are not why he’s here.
Little things, like the thunderstorm
that rolled through a few weeks ago,

give him genuine plehsure. “I
love the seasons,” he says, “the
rain, the sun, the whole nat-
ural cycle. In agriculture you
are living within that cycle.”
He scans the rows of vines
that undulate with the valley
floor. They give way to a
dense oak forest that rises with the
coastal mountains to a cerulean sky.
“Nature is very healing,” he adds.

Sanford was once in need of heal-
ing. In 1966, at age 25, he was serving
as navigator on a Navy destroyer
assigned to cruise the coastal waters of
North Vietnam and knock out shore
batteries. Although his father had
served as a naval officer in World War
II (Sanford, nine months old, was
with his family in Hawaii when the

Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor),

young Richard had serious doubts
about his own tour of duty. Watching
shells rip apart what he considered a
beautiful country, witnessing first-
hand the wrath of war, he was deeply
shaken. Upon his discharge, in 1968,
he returned to California in search
of an antidote; he found it in the
oak-studded hills of Santa Barbara
County. Before the war he had earned
a degree in geography at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, and now
he knew he wanted to work outside,
close to the earth. He decided to
immerse himself in agriculture. The
landscape itself seemed a curative to
him, and through farming, wine-
making in particular, Sanford hoped
to latch onto something fundamental,
something life-affirming. The fact
that he knew nothing about viticul-
ture left him undeterred.

He read books and pored over
maps. He traveled the wine region of
Burgundy. He drove the roads of
coastal California, thermometer in
hand, searching for the perfect micro-
climate. “My friends thought I'd gone a
little crazy,” he admits. But in 1971,
when he found acreage that matched
his criteria for weather, soil, and sun-
light, he and a partner gathered those

In the past 20 years, the number of vineyard acres in the United States bas risen 33 percent, to 1 million.
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and twisting limbs—part of the 650
acres of land Sanford has set aside as
oak preserves. He likes this spot: It’s
where family and friends celebrated
his daughter’s high school graduation.

Now that he’s removed the cattle that

once grazed here, young oaks are
sprouting again and a thick tangle of
native plants is filling in the forest
floor. He believes that these, too, are
the products of his labor.

On his three vineyards, totaling
244 “acres, Sanford employs only
organic methods. He uses cryptolae-
mus beetles to control mealybugs;
ladybugs to control aphids; clemental
sulfur to control mildew; a French
plow, hoe, and disk to control weeds.
When that recent thunderstorm
dropped unseasonable rain, his crew
pulled the wet leaves away from each
grape cluster by hand, rather than
using fungicides. Yet when asked if
organic methods save money or are
more effective than other, less benign
methods, Sanford admits he hasn't
given it much thought. He simply
thinks organic farming is the right
thing to do. Because his operation is
small, he has had to use some grapes
from other, nonorganic sources to
make his wines. Within three years,
however, he will have enough mature
vines in the ground to be able to use
his own grapes exclusively.

“Winemaking is about achieving
balance,” he says, a statement that
many vintners might take to mean
balancing acidity to sugar. But San-
ford, the Taoist, means something
more. To illustrate, he points to a row
of vines along the edge of a ficld
where deer have eaten away much of
the growth. When he offers the
perimeter of his crop, the deer leave
the rest alone, and Sanford considers
that a small price to pay for balance.
“What’s important is the process,” he
says as he turns his face to the harvest
sun, “and that process is life.” 3

Guy Hand, whose work has appeared in
Sierra, Orion, and High Country
News, lfves and writes under the cancpy
of a California oak forest.
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