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What constitutes a great vineyard site in VT? 
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Realities of Cool/Cold Climate Wine Growing: 

• Everything about fine wine production is more difficult in a 
cool to cold and humid wine region than a warm and dry one.  

• Eastern N. America (Ontario, N.S. Eastern States) vs. CA, OR, 
WA and BC 

• We have to have better sites, better viticulture, better luck 
than them 

• There are no perfect sites, although some come close . . .  



DRC Exercise: why are these considered near perfect?  



Petrus 



… but do the attributes that make these great vineyard sites in France 

apply to Vermont?? 



It’s all about the wine , so let’s start here…  

• Decide what kind of wine are we making (e.g. TS in SJV at 15 t/a vs. Napa 

Cab at 4 t/a) 

• . . . then find the right place to grow it.  

• A site with the most virtues and fewest flaws 

• Achieve a proper size and balanced vine: let the vine do the 
work, not you! 

• Low, medium and high production wines have different 
vineyard requirements 

• Red vs. White: reds are usually more fussy 

• Viticulture vs. marketing: the constant struggle 

• Pushing ripeness to beat the fall weather 



. . .and keeping the vines healthy and productive 

• To make good wine, wine makers need fully mature fruit 

• To survive the winter, vines need fully ripe wood 

• Fortunately, good viticulture practices serve both goals 

• Examine existing vineyards for clues about site, soils, varieties, 
viticulture and, most of all, wine quality. What is working 
now? 

• Poor sites have more disease, spring frost and winter injury 
(lower yields) and lower uniformity and synchronicity (lower 
wine quality) 

• The hardest part of my job is getting people to find and plant 
a good vineyard site.  (The drive up to the property story) 



Then it’s about Finding the Right Terroir 

• Climate: a warm spot in a cold place 

• Soil: well to excessively well drained, please 

• Plant materials: more critical here on the edge. Is vinifera in 
the game? Vine survival.  Diseases.   

• Viticulture: Jim Law (Linden Vineyards), “in a developing area, 
it has a greater role in wine quality than site.”  

• Wine making: crafting a balanced wine, especially with acidity 
and extracting every ounce of goodness 

• Vermont: mountains, granite and climate change – sounds like 
a good future for wine!  



The Process 

• The Ah-ha moment 

• Education 

• Information gathering and processing 

• Make a list 

• The search: discovery  and evaluation 

• Vineyard design 

• Site preparation 

• Site development 

• Vineyard management 

 



If knowledge is power: start here . . . 

• The Wine Grape Production Guide for Eastern North America 

• A Practical Guide to Establishing a Commercial Wine Grape Vineyard 
(available as a PDF on PWGN) 

• Also look on the PWGN Informa- 
tion Resources List for Commercial 

Wine Growers 



The “let’s not reinvent the wheel and try to 
avoid as many mistakes as possible approach” 

• Make a list: the attributes you want in the site 

• The value of a really smart and experienced person 



RdV With a little imagination, you can turn this… 



… into this – www.rdvvineyards.com    

http://www.rdvvineyards.com/


Do You Have the Data to Make a Decision? 

• If you can imagine it, it can probably be mapped!  

• Soil maps: start with the USDA Web Soil Survey maps (very 
general) 

• Climate maps: ZedX can map it for you with interpolated data 

• Digitized data sets for: depth to bedrock, pH, organic matter, 
rock size, slope, aspect, elevation, growing degree days, frost-
free period, low winter temperature 

• Ask UVM and USDA for help! 

 



From the digital data base at Penn State’s Land, Water and Air  





Qualities of a Good Vineyard Site 

• Whatever contributes to a warm spot in a cool place 

• Concave surfaces are best to promote air and soil water drainage 

• Southeast to southwest aspect 

• Some slope to up to 30 percent, with safety being the key 

• Few obstructions and trees, an open field 

• What is the range of absolute elevation in Vermont for ripening?   

• Vermont 
√ steep slopes 

√ south aspects 

√ granite 

 

 



Black Ankle Vineyard Black Ankle Vineyard in Maryland is an example of intentional fine wine vineyard 



Vermont Soils 

• You must have granite! 

• Drainage: natural and artificial 

• Low to moderate capacity for  

 fine wine, higher for production 

• Agronomic vs. viticultural soils 

• For fine wines, look for granite 

• Corn soils?   



Dig a Hole 
• The crystal ball of viticulture 

• Interpreting the hole: get the right person in the pit 

• Alex Blackburn of Soil Foundations in Virginia, or a soil expert from UVM 

• A good soil map is like a treasure map!  It tells you exactly where the 
riches are.   





Alfred Cass and Jim Law at 

Linden Vineyards in northern 

Virginia   



Vermont Climate 
• Macro: the big picture 

• Meso: the local scene 

• Micro: inside the vine canopy and fruit zone 

• South vs. central and north: how much of a difference does it 
make?   



Blair Vineyard in the Lehigh Valley 

Shale + south slope = fine Pinot 



Davis 6163 Data Logger: $850!! 

• Collect a climate history for your vineyard 

• Understand the climate dynamics of your site: frost, freeze, 
rainfall distribution, etc.   

• Max/min temperature, growing degree days, relative 
humidity, rainfall, wind speed, leaf wetness, soil moisture, 
photosynthetically active radiation (PAR) 



Grape Varieties for Vermont Wine 

• Cold hardiness: live vines are important to good wine 

• The benefits of uniformity and synchronicity 

• Understanding ripening requirements 

• Adjusting varieties for elevation and latitude (south vs. north) 

• Tasting at the Big E: white varieties make the best wines 

• You do not have to grow vinifera (examples: Missouri, Nova 
Scotia) 

• Create a varietal identity that becomes part of VT brand 

• Red wine: proprietary blends like Noiret with Cabernet Franc 

 

 



Vermont Viticulture 

• It’s gotta be top notch! 

• Everything is easier with proper vine size and balance 

• Vine and vineyard uniformity and synchronicity 

• Vineyard design: ideal spacing and density 

• Trellis and training system 

• Spring frost 

• Diseases: crown gall, fruit rots 

• Coping with excessive vine vigor 

• What to do when it rains, a little, a lot, way too much!   

• Replacement viticulture: a reality in cold areas 

 





Vermont Wine Making 

• Oh, the humanity! Oh, the acidity! 

• Avoiding the donut wine 

• A good site promotes good wine 

• Learning to make good wine: it’s happening! 



You have the list…now what?  

• How are you going to find the right piece of land?  

• Agriculture realtors 

• Experienced wine growers 

• Mapping technologies 

• Time and patience 

• What most people do: adapt viticulture to an existing piece of 
land.   



Learning from Others 

• Benchmark wines 

• Other cool to cold wine regions: Quebec and Minnesota 

• What can you do right here?  Learn among yourselves!  

• Bring in the experts!   

• A Northern Steamboat Conference?   



Octoraro Cellars 



Extension and Education 

• Lorraine is providing critical disease information, but . . .  

• Helping the newbies to get off to a good start 

• Advancing the knowledge of the experienced growers 

• Solving problems in the vineyard and cellar 

• Cooperate with other New England states?  

• Use Cornell, Brock, Michigan State, UMN and others as much 
as you can   



How to Grow Up to be a Successful Wine Industry 

• VGWC: where is it now and where can it go? 

• $1M to be a serious player: an executive director 

• Virginia and the Finger Lakes have got the “buzz.”  How did 
they do it? Morgen McLaughlin and the Wine Spectator tale. 

• The power of a marketing and research order 

• The absolute necessity of leadership, vision and teamwork 



Reference Resources 

• The Northern Grape Project - http://northerngrapesproject.org/  

• Tom Plocher’s Northern Wineworks: 
http://www.northernwinework.com/cms/  

• Tony Wolf’s  Site Selection - http://pubs.ext.vt.edu/463/463-020/463-
020.html  

• Other cold regions to gather information: Minnesota, Missouri, Michigan, 
Nova Scotia, etc.  Who are the experts from these and other areas?  
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