


grapevines were planted on Pelee Island by three Americans from Kentucky, Lee Weber noted in a
1971 compendium. Weber is Essex County's former provincial agricultural representative.

The island featured clay soil over limestone, which created excellent drainage and, along with many
frost-free nights and the lake's moderating effect on temperatures, made for perfect growing
conditions. By 1897, the island was covered with vines and grape production expanded to the
mainland of Essex County.

Wine was shipped in casks on lake boats to Brantford for bottling and the finished product was sold
widely in the eastern United States and Quebec. Production declined rapidly in the early 1900s,
however, when the British government propped up the Canadian tobacco industry by slapping tariffs
on imported leaves. Growing burley tobacco suddenly became more lucrative for local farmers and the
wine industry vanished.

Sanson and his fellow viticulturists believe that, working collectively, they're rekindling the industry
with success. Five smaller wineries are anchored by the massive Pelee Island Winery in Kingsville,
which churns out some 600,000 cases a year. In just two years, Sanson's production has grown from
500 to 4,000 cases, and he aspires to 10,000 cases annually.

The same meteorological advantage enjoyed by their ancestors still works in their favour, with the
arca's longer growing season particularly conducive to reds with consistent quality and flavour,
Sanson says.

They've also enjoyed a steady flow of tourists from Michigan, Ohio and Indiana.

"That's really what we're working towards," says John Fancsy, wearing grape-stained coveralls and
tending his latest batch of wine.

A few years ago, Fancsy and his brother Stephen quit their engineering jobs in the auto industry to
start Viewpointe Estate Winery, which won't officially open until next year, but is already in full
production with 10 acres of grapes and a building that houses crushing machines, stainless steel
fermentation vats and a lab.

Across the road, on a vista overlooking Lake Erie, construction is underway on a retail outlet, spa and
condominiums the brothers are developing. "If they have somewhere to go, somewhere to stay and
somewhere to eat, customers are bound fo come," Fancsy says.

Their venture is self-financed, but they and other local grape growers hope the provincial agriculture
and tourism ministries will work together to help them promote the region.

Sanson sells his wine directly to restaurants and at his winery's retail store, which shows no sign of
being a barn that once housed chickens. About 18,000 cars travel along the road daily.

Sanson's sister, Toronto lawyer Geri Sanson, isn't surprised by her brother's success at such an early
point in his winemaking career, though his family, work and personal life were, in what seemed to be
a moment, "irrevocably changed” by the accident.

Sanson and his then-partner were so badly injured that neither could lift their baby daughter or do
something as simple as walk their dog, she recalls.



But her brother, one of nine kids who grew up near Chatham, was never known to be a quitter, she
says. "We grew up in very humble surroundings and didn't have much to speak of, but as kids, we
were instilled with the Calvinist work ethic: If you work really, really hard, you will do well."

Sanson’s move to winemaking was in many ways "a natural evolution," she says. His earliest
professional desire — at about age 4 or 5 — was to become a veterinarian. Sanson vividly recalls
having a plastic tractor and planting vegetables in the garden. "Food has always been very big for me,"
he says. "Food is what led me to wine,"

After training as a chef, Sanson made use of his skills at, among other places, two Toronto restaurants:
Napoleon, near the Ontario Legislature, and Parks in Cabbagetown. He later joined the school of
business and hospitality at St. Clair College in Windsor, where he spent 10 years teaching, developing
programs and nurturing a growing interest in regional cuisine.

That included Ontario wines, particularly as the public's palate started to shift away from "Baby this
and Moody that," he says. Like many, Sanson started experimenting with winemaking in his garage,
often relying on the expertise of knowledgeable friends and neighbours, and banding together to buy
pick-up trucks full of grapes.

All the while, there was the unanswered calling: "I had this quest for a farm, you see.”

Sanson now has the farm, complete with ponds, two dogs, cats in the bam and a garden where he
grows vegetables sold to local restaurants. It costs about $30,000 to bring an acre of land into
production, and 14 to 34 months to turn grapes into a bottle of wine.

Sanson began making wine in 2000, using a press that came from the German winery where Martin
Janz, his neighbour and winemaker at nearby Pelee Island, once worked.

Today, Sanson sells 10 varieties of wine (at his store for now), including a Vidal Ice Wine that won
bronze at the All Canadian Wine Championships in 2003. One of his reds features what is perhaps the
only approved wine label in Ontario featuring a gun. A friend loaned Sanson a historic family hunting
photo, which now appears on a bottle of wine called Bird Dog Red.

Maureen Jack, a member of Sanson's small but dedicated staff, came up with the idea of using a
distinctive blue label on some of their whites, which features a silhouette of the black walnut tree that
stands out so prominently through the dining room windows.

Sanson rents out the room for dinners and parties, and occasionally puts his chef hat back on. Being
the type of guy who's used "to having seven pots on the stove" has allowed him to get everything
done, from working the land, to pressing the grapes, to building a retail outlet and helping his
colleagues promote the local industry.

His sister knows there are "still many days" that Sanson suffers tremendous physical pain and can't
sleep at night, but he rarely talks about it.

Although he's immersed himself in a "24/7 business," she believes his passion and knowledge of
winemaking, along with his personality and interest in people, will serve him well,

"He 15 very knowledgeable and passionate about his wines and the wines of others. At the same time,
his humility makes him very approachable and down-to-earth. I think that people really appreciate



that, and also the chance to learn about wines and taste them without feeling self-conscious or stupid.”
Sanson's not above enjoying a beer, but would also like to get "21-year-olds liking wine."
Appropriately, if unwittingly, underscoring the point, Sanson dispels any notion of being a wine snob

as he glances out the window toward his vineyard. "When 1 look at the vines, I see bottles hanging. I
don't see grapes.”

Tracey Tyler is the Star's legal affairs reporter.
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