"A Winegrape Grower's Journal: First Planting" 
Debbie Harrell 
SUNDAY - APRIL 8, 2001 
We are ready to plant! Our vineyard site has been laid out by transit, the end posts are in, vine and line posts spacing are flagged, subsoiling is done and the Roundup has been applied. We are ready to dig holes and set vines. There was substantial rainfall the week before but the soil looks to be in good order so we decided to auger a few holes this Sunday afternoon. Our vines are due to be shipped on Monday and we are anxious to get started. Gene bas brought the bobcat with the auger over to the site and we augered about six holes before we stopped. It was not good. Where we had subsoiled on each side of the row our bobcat wheels were going out of sight. The ground was extremely wet underneath. As we augered each hole there was this awful Carolina pipe clay coming out of the holes. It was within the first twelve to eighteen inches-bad news! If you put your hand down into the soil it made a sucking noise. All the water from the previous rain was trapped in this clay. We knew we had a problem. 
MONDAY - APRIL 9, 2001 Sunny/Hot/Mid 80'S 
First thing this morning we called Rett Davis, our county agricultural extension agent. He came out to the farm and looked at our site. After checking the holes we had augered he advised us not to plant on this site. In his opinion the roots would not have a chance getting through this heavy clay. While he was there we took the bobcat and augered several holes on different planting sites. As it turns out, the most plantable site on the farm was the field tobacco was planted in last year and had been our first choice until we were advised differently. Herein lies tbe dilemma we have faced since the very beginning of our decision to plant winegrapes- do you listen to the so-called experts or go with your gut. 
Things I've learned 
Gene and I both felt very intimidated by what we didn't know about establishing a vineyard and consequently contacted a vineyard consultant to help us make some decisions. Thousands of dollars were at stake and we didn't want to make a mistake. On the day our consultant came to the farm we dug several holes on three potential sites. These were large holes probably seven to eight feet deep. After looking at the soil strata we were advised our first choice was not a good one because it was too sandy, the second site had too much clay, but the middle field was acceptable. We made the decision to go with his recommendation. 
If we had stopped for just a moment and considered talking to the farmer who had leased this land for many years for planting tobacco, we might have saved ourselves lots of work and many dollars spent in labor. This farmer happened to stop by our vineyard just after we had finished planting and informed us he knew where all the good planting sites were on our farm. Soil tests are very important and necessary. We had them done on all three potential sites, but they do not tell you its the best site for planting, only what amendments are necessary to grow your particular crop. If we had augered those first test holes we probably would have made a different decision. We should have spent more time evaluating our site and using our local ag extension people. 
MONDAY AFTERNOON 
After the county agent left we started to work pulling up the end posts - all eighty of them. We augered a hole beside each post and using a chain attached to the lift bar on the tractor carefully pulled the posts out of the ground. While our crew was busy with this, Gene and I were at tbe new site deciding how to lay out the vineyard. The only thing on our minds at that time was our vines were being shipped "that" day and we were in trouble. Since this had been a field of tobacco the previous year and it was sort of parallel to the highway we just picked out a starting point. Using the same length of high tensile wire we used to layout the other vineyard we flagged the lOft. row spacing for the end posts on one end of the vineyard. When that was done we pulled the wire with the 7 ft. vine spacing and flagged our vines. At the other end of the vineyard we flagged the end posts. We worked quickly knowing we had to apply Roundup if we were going to plant by the end of the week. It was hot and the pressure was on! 
TUESDAY APRIL 10, 2001 SUNNY/HOT - MID 80'S 
Today we are expecting a visit from our new state viticulturist, Andy Allen. Rett Davis is bringing him by to evaluate our situation. After checking the soil types he agrees with Rett that our decision to move to this sandy soil is better than tbe heavy clay. It was a good thing because we had already moved the end posts and had them in place along with most of the flagging. Andy gave us his recommendations on where to plant the varieties we selected. Due to the slope and cold hardiness of our varieties we will plant Merlot at the top third of the vineyard, Sauvignon Blanc in the middle and Chambourcin at the bottom. Rett and Andy left and we worked until dark. 
WEDNESDAY APRIL 11, 2001 SUNNY/HOT - Mid 8O's
Today we will auger the holes for the vines. We have a two man team on the bobcat, one driver and one man to position the auger bit and put the flags as they make their way down the rows. They seem to be moving at a good pace. The post driving crew is getting ready to start once enough holes have been augered. We have moved across the waterway to the small experimental vineyard. We measured establishing four comers and checking our diagonal measurements. We flagged the end posts and drove them in. Next we flagged the vine spacing and sprayed Roundup. The bobcat crew will be over here to auger holes when they finish the main vineyard. 
About 2 o'clock I noticed the UPS truck leaving our house. Sure enough, we had three large boxes of vines. WE ARE NOT READY! I feel so overwhelmed. I have never seen a donuant grapevine before and at that moment I was scared to death. After I calmed down I knew they needed to be in a cool place, it was so hot and they had been shipped since Monday. I contacted a local convenience store owner and he let us store our vines in a walk-in cooler at 35 degrees. That was one problem taken care of, but we still had the vineyard to get ready. We worked until dark. 
THURSDAY - APRIL 12, 2001 SUNNY/HOT/MID 80'S 
We do not have enough line posts on hand for the vineyard. It is going to take two trucks and trailers to bring back all we need. So it's me and Reynaldo off to Sanford to make a post run. While we are gone the post driving crew is putting in the posts we have. The main vineyard will need 552 posts. Seems to be slow going on post driving. 
This afternoon while the men are working on the posts driving, I decided to go get the Merlot vines out of cold storage and bring them back to the farm. We have an old tobacco packhouse cellar we will use for storing the vines until planting. I took the vines out of the boxes to make sure the roots are moist and placed each bundle in a five gallon bucket and covered the roots with water. I counted the vines to see if the correct number were shipped. The packing slip said I was shipped a complete order but I was 5O vines short. I immediately contacted the nursery. 
Later on I went back for the rest of the vines and put them in the cellar where it was damp and cool I let the vines set in the cellar for 24 hours to get acclimated before putting them in water. I have ordered vines from three nurseries and each nursery has sent different planting instructions. All of these are different from the instructions Andy Allen gave me on Tuesday. So, what else is new in this business. I decided to call the lady at Grafted Grapevine Nursery in New York. She and her husband have been planting and selling vines for fifty years and I needed to trust someone's experience. I really didn't know how long grapevines would keep and at what temperature, or how long can they stay in water. Ms. Umberg gave me some instructions which I followed. When it looked like it was going to be several days before planting I got a truckload of very old sawdust and brought it to the cellar. I used the boxes and plastic that the vines were shipped in to place the bundles of vines. Next, I made a mixture of sawdust and water and packed it around the roots. I will keep the vines cool and moist until we're ready to plant and then I'll put them back in water a few hours before planting. 
FRIDAY - APRIL 13, 2001 CLOUDY/RAIN/COOL 
RAIN! RAIN! RAIN! Started raining this morning about 7 o'clock. It rained so hard it looked like rivers running down the side ditches. Nothing we can do but wait until Saturday. 
SATURDAY- APRIL 14, 2001 SUNNY/MID-70'S 
It's a very pleasant day to be working outside. Gene is augering holes with the bobcat and I'm working with the post driving crew sighting posts in line. We probably have 100+ line posts in the ground when I noticed they lined up two ways but not on the diagonal. I was horrified. I immediately stopped the crew. What are we doing wrong? I got Gene and the men together and we looked at the posts. We agreed the posts were not lining up and we didn't know why, but we knew it was unacceptable. We pulled all the posts up using a chain and the lift bar on the tractor. 
Needless to say, all our neighbors and passerbys thought we were crazy. Our crew througbt so, too. It's a good thing we can't understand all the Spanish they speak; however, I must say they hung in there with us and did not complain. I think they understand how important it is to get it right. 
Things I've learned 
Preparation! Prepraration! Prepration! Early in our plans for the vineyard we had decided on 8 ft. vine spacing and lOft. row spacing and had ordered our vines accordingly. In February we attended a pruning demonstration at Shelton Vineyards and Gray Draghn's hosted by Andy Allen and Terry Garwood. During this workshop we had an opportunity to discuss vine and row spacing with them. They both encouraged us to go to 7 It. vine spacing for a consistent canopy. Gene and I agreed to change our vine spacing to 7 feet; however, we forgot this spacing would change the line post spacing from our original 24 feet to 21 feet. The information was in our first textbook, The Mid-Atlantic Winegrape Grower's Guide. The rule is your line post spacing should be a multiple of your vine spacing. This lesson did not come cheap. 
EASTER SUNDAY - APRIL 15, 2001 CLOUDY/MID 70's 
Instead of going to church with my children and my mother, I am in the vineyard. We have thousands of dollars in vines, posts, and labor and boy do I feel the weight of this responsibility. Gene bas gotten out his transit and said he was going to take a corner and start there and figure it out. We established four comers. We found one end of the vineyard and posts were correct but the other end was not. All those end posts have to come out again. It has started to rain and we have to stop. 
MONDAY - APRIL 16, 2001 CLOUDY/MID-60's 
We measured the first and last rows and lagged the line posts for the second time. We drove these posts taking great pains to get correct measurements. Gene being the fence builder he is decided the only way to solve our problem was with high tensile wire. We did not want to take another chance on those posts being wrong so we pulled wire from one end of the vineyard to the other. Then we pulled wire across the vineyard from one set of line posts to the other and where the wire intersected that's where a fine post was driven. We drove several rows of posts and carefuUy checked the diagonals. THANK YOU, GOD! 
Tonight we went to Wal-Mart and purchased half a dozen hand cultivators, plastic watering cans, and two pull along gardening carts to use in planting. I'm so tired! 
TUESDAY - APRIL 17, 2001 CLOUDY/MID 50's 
Today we will plant! We have the 225 gallon water tank filled up and ready to go. I've got 555 Merlot vines that need to go in the ground. When we get to the vineyard I demonstrated how I wanted the vine planted to a four man crew. I have one man who understands English and gives the instructions in Spanish. Of course, I have never planted a grape vine before, so who knows if I'm planting it right or wrong. Starting off I am helping to plant. It quickly becomes apparent that someone must oversee getting vines, water, and grow tubes to the planters and that someone is ME! Like an answer to a prayer my sister and her son show up. She has taken a day off from work to help and I am grateful. It is all I can do to keep things rolling along. I must keep a close watch over the planters, some are not planting in a straight row and the vines are either too low or too high. These guys have not planted grape vines before and this is all new to us. We break for lunch. We probably have 2/3 of the Merlot in the ground. So far so good. The post driving crew is staying ahead of us and Gene is freshening up the holes for the vines. 
As we come back from our lunch break the sky turns black and the temperature drops about 20 degrees and wonder of wonders it starts to snow. Huge f1uffy flakes of wet snow. It snows and snows and snows. The ground is starting to get white and I'm sitting there in the truck wondering what else could possible go wrong. My next thought is... will this kill my vines? 
The weather is too bad to plant. The forecast is calling for a hard freeze on Wednesday morning with temperatures around 27 degrees. We called a friend of ours who has a vineyard and he advised us to wait a day to resume planting and to leave out vines in the protection of the cellar for one more day so that's what we did. 
Since we decided not to plant on Wednesday I went down to the cellar to check on my vines. The ones that have been in water for a long period I would take them out and pack them in the sawdust mixture. Believe it or not, hauling buckets of water and sawdust up and down the cellar ladder was physically demanding for me. It takes me an hour or so each morning to make sure all the vines were moist and cool. I'm not a stranger to hard work but this turned out to be more work than I ever imagined. 
Things I've Learned 
You cannot control Mother Nature. April in North Carolina can be anything and everything. Plan for everything. I also found out bad weather can be a blessing in disguise. If it had not been for a day of rest I don't think I would have made it. I had been sick with the flu for the past two weeks and I was terribly rundown. 
THURSDAY APRIL 19, 2001 SUNNY/COOL/LOW 6O's 
We planted the rest of the Merlot vines and all of the Sauvignon Blanc. In some areas of the vineyard Gene had to reauger the holes. This Carolina clay gets very hard and is difficult to plant in. We watered in the roots and watered again as we finished a row. It will be next week before the irrigation system is in. We still have four men planting. My mother came today and helped put grow tubes together. We can see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
FRIDAY - APRIL 20, 2001 CLOUDY/HIGH 60's 
Today we are planting the Chambourcin. Major root system and the vines have bud break. I have cautioned all the planters to be very careful with the vines. The post driving crew has finished the main vineyard. We have had one mishap. A post exploded while being driven and struck the operator in the lower stomach. It knocked the breath out of him and he was lying on the ground when we got to him. He refused medical attention and was back at work the next day. We had some of our crew to keep an eye on him overnight and to report any change in his condition. The next day he was at work with a black and blue stomach. These Honduran people are extremely hard working and we are fortunate to have such a good crew. 
The post driving crew has moved over to the small experimental vineyard. Only 64 posts in this block. By 6 o'clock we have finished the Chambourcin. We move over to plant the small vineyard. We have 50 vines each of Niagara, Seyval, Viognier and Sangiovese. I was supposed to get 100 vines of Semillon from Sonoma, however, they cancelled my order the day before citing a miscalculation on their part. We have the rows ready to plant, they have our money, we have no vines. 
We need to finish planting today. I have promised to do a five mile walk with an my sister and my mother for Multiple Sclerosis on Saturday in support of a family member. That will seem like a walk in the park compared to this. It's eight o'clock and we're finished. HALLELUJAH! 
Things I've Learned 
It's important to have a plan and a backup plan. It would be a tremendous help if you could volunteer to help someone else plant their crop to get an idea of how much work is involved and what resources you need to make planting go smoothly. When I think about all the mistakes we made, a lot of them were decisions made in haste without thinking through the consequences. I had months to put grow tubes together, but I didn't. I failed to really sit down and go over my planting layout and procedures to see if I had overlooked something. I did not properly provide for my workers or myself with a port-a-jobn. I found it was important for us to have that hour lunch break so we could make it til dark. I learned my body is older and 18 hours a day over 2-3 weeks makes you hurt in places you never hurt before. I also learned my patience was tried to the breaking point and how easily hard words can be spoken when you're tired and cranky. Hugs and foot massages become the most important things in life. 
HIGHS AND LOWS 
Most of the lows I've already mentioned so let me tell about some of the highs. The day our vines arrived I was scared to death but it was also a very emotional high for me. Here was physical proof of what we had been planning for months, we're actually going to do this and it was very exciting. Another high was the smell of the vines when I had them in the cellar. I thought it was a very unusual, but wonderful smell. Altogether we were shorted 75 vines and we received them this week. I had an opportunity to plant these vines on Thursday and Friday afternoon. I really enjoyed the solitude and the satisfaction of putting these in the ground myself. I have found I'm very protective of my vines. I have a great sense of expectation and I'm looking forward to my work in the vineyard and the winery. Life is good!
