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Tony Crabb and Barbara Grassechi, owners for Puma Springs Vineyard, Healdsburg, CA. hosted the second Organic Producers Group meeting on May 28, 2008. 

Vineyard History

Puma Springs is nestled in a section of the Dry Creek Valley appellation that borders the southern tip of Alexander Valley. The soil is sandy clay loam.  It was a former prune orchard that was replanted to grapes in the late 1980s. The vineyard featured a mix of Cabernet Sauvignon, Nebbiolo and Sangiovese planted with AXR rootstock, had been somewhat neglected during the ’90s and was showing signs of decline by 2000. A restoration plan was developed to create a balanced, healthy environment for the vineyard and the surrounding land.
With only a hi-tech background and no farming experience, Barbara and Tony had Alan York consult and advise them on the necessary steps needed to bring the soil back to a healthy state. After a soil sample determined that there was little organic matter in the soil, they restored the nutrient-depleted soil by amending the top 36 inches with compost, lime and Gypsum prior to replanting, to bring back the nutritional balance and health of the land.

	To give the soil a microbiological inoculant and keep the vines healthy, compost tea —a brew of worm compost and a nutrient solution—is applied through the drip irrigation system directly to the root zone of each vine.



For more than a decade the Benziger family had purchased the grapes from this property. They 
were enthusiastic about the changes being made and offered guidance and support during the vineyard’s restoration. In 2002 Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Petit Verdot were planted on disease resistant rootstocks. In spring 2008, the final planting of the Cab Franc vines was completed. The first year that the vineyard was able to produce enough to sell, the wine won a Gold Medal in San Francisco!

Pests & Diseases:

Powdery Mildew:  
In the initial transition years a basic sulphur spray program was used to combat powdery mildew, but was not diligently followed by a previous vineyard management company resulting in some loss of fruit in 2004 to powdery mildew.  Since then a new vineyard management company and new preventative programs have been in place with no instance of any powdery mildew.  The new program combines traditional sulphur spraying with alternating applications of OMRI approved Serenade and Sonata.

Grape leafhoppers are at low levels due to having the correct soil nutrition to create a balanced vine. 

Animal Compost:
Benziger provides compost made from the pumice from Puma Springs, which is mixed with steer manure to make biodynamic compost on site. Compost Tea is made from biodynamic compost made at the vineyard from the chicken manure, then put through the drip system to build up the soil. Sheep pellets also provide additional nutrition for the soil. Compost is also used in the vegetable and flower gardens.

Pruning:
Cane pruning is used for a more balanced effect. 

Biodiversity:
The barn owl boxes and raptor perches help in managing gophers and other pests, while bluebird and swallow boxes along with the goats and sheep provide the diversity needed for biodynamic certification that requires 10% of the property to be in something other than the crop. Geese, chickens (eggs for sale), and mallard ducks roam around. 

A permanent cover crop between the rows prevents soil erosion, controls vine vigor, discourages unwanted weeds, and provides a habitat for beneficial insects. A small herd of goats live in the area around the pond. The goats enjoy munching in the non-vineyard areas, providing weed control and entertainment for the neighbors. 

Along with the goats, swallows, raptors and ladybugs, other wildlife enjoys Puma Springs Vineyards. Planting a variety of trees, shrubs and other vegetation provides habitat for a wide range of beneficial birds and insects. Hedgerows were also planted and insect corridors created.

A central Insectary, modeled after Benziger’s, attracts beneficial insects to the vineyard, reducing and possibly eliminating the need for insecticides.  In addition roadside plantings provide sites for overwintering of beneficial insects.
	A pond is located on the lower part of the vineyard property to provide the balance of land use required for biodynamic certification.  The vineyard’s water supply was a rain-fed pond, too small to adequately irrigate the vineyard. In 2001, the pond was enlarged to capture sufficient rainwater to meet irrigation

	requirements. Since the pond had an established fish population, including German Mirror carp more than 20 years old, extra precautions were taken to protect the pond’s inhabitants. Catfish were brought in to help the carp keep the pond clean naturally. No chemicals are used to control algae and other plant materials that could clog the irrigation system.



The Solar Voltaic system provides “off grid” power to the irrigation pumps and administrative office to reduce the need for non-renewable energy.

Naming Puma Springs Vineyard:
With their hyphenated names seeming too long, they thought of Puma, one of the family cats. Puma Vineyards still seemed incomplete, so Springs was added to represent land they owned in the Mayacama foothills that is peppered with natural springs. Thus Puma Springs Vineyards was christened
Demonstrations & Conclusion:

Following the Vineyard Tour, John Schuster of Wild Wing Company walked everyone around the vineyard explaining the strategically located barn owl boxes and raptor perches and how effective they were in managing the gopher population. Bevill Vineyard Management demonstrated under the vine weeding with a Gearmore weed blade. Six passes per vine row are made…the question of carbon foot printing and Roundup® use came up given the frequency of tillage passes. 

Denis Desbois had a new and innovative CAVAL Tractor from France demonstrated by Sig Hope of Lampson Tractor. The attachments include weed knife, weed blade, sprayer, vine trimmer, hedger, and leaf removal device. Harvesting attachments are currently being developed. The hydrostatic tractor can do 3 -5 rows at a time and weighs 3300 pounds. Balance and weight are important to keep the narrow tractor in balance.
A fun lunch from Jimtown Store was provided by Greg Hallquist of MGK Company.

It was a beautiful day in a charming vineyard with a fantastic tour with great hosts! 

Thank you Tony and Barbara!

