THE SULFUR SISTERS

When we planted our Zinfandel vineyard, we did lots of research on the many types of grape trellising systems.  In the end, however, we decided to go trellis-free.  After all, Zinfandel in Amador County was traditionally “head pruned,” and we liked the look of the old vines.  Besides, the metal poles and wires and the labor involved in trellising would have cost multiple thousands of dollars more.  

We don't regret that decision.  The head-pruned vines do indeed look beautiful, and there is no problem with productivity in our vineyard.  If anything, we are constantly trying to beat back the amazing vigor.  But we discovered that there is a downside to head pruning.  As the canes grow longer, they droop down into the rows, and soon it becomes impossible to drive the tractor into the vineyard.  With trellising, those canes would be trained up onto wires, keeping the lanes between the vine rows open, providing a clear path for the tractor to mow or disc or sulfur later into the season.

Around the third year, as the DAMAS Vineyard was just coming into production, we decided we had to begin sulfuring to suppress powdery mildew, which can start in the damp places as the grape clusters begin to form, and eventually can lead to bunch rot.  We bought an adorable Italian-made sulfur duster that had a big yellow hopper for sulfur and a turquoise green fan-blower mechanism that attached to the tractor’s power take-off.  That baby worked like a dream.  It was quiet, and exhaled a steady cloud of sulfur dust that settled like an embrace on each vine as we passed.  The problem was that we only got to use it a few times before it became impossible to drive the tractor through the vineyard.  The lengthening canes would catch up in the rough tread of the big rear tire, and there would be awful ripping and shredding noises, as entire canes snapped off, ruining our beautiful pruning work.  We couldn’t stand that, so we stopped sulfuring.  

But doing nothing was also hard on us, especially when there was an unexpected summer rain shower and the weather turned warm and humid.  We could practically hear the mildew growing out there, and we felt helpless to protect our beloved vines.  We had a small hand-duster that we used to sulfur our twenty or thirty table grape vines, but the idea of walking the entire two-acre vineyard and hand-applying sulfur to each of the 1,250 Zinfandel vines seemed overwhelming.

I decided to try a different approach, taking a long bamboo pole with me into the vineyard.  I would reach in front of the tractor to push canes out of the way as I rode along the rows.  I felt a bit like an elephant trainer I had seen in India, riding on the back of a mighty beast, reaching out with a bamboo pole to touch its shoulders and guide it carefully through the maze of people.  Only I was guiding my tractor through the vines, working with it to prevent it from running over and ripping off the precious canes.  This was entertaining until I accidentally jammed my pole into the ground as the tractor was moving forward.  It quickly sprang into an arc with so much tension that, had I not had the presence of mind to jam in the clutch, I would have been catapulted over the fence and into the Legion Hall’s parking lot.

I reflected on my experiment and concluded that it was too dangerous.  It took a lot of the driver's attention, and it was too much trouble switching the pole from left to right to left manually.  I decided to try a variation.  I went back to the barn and got another bamboo pole (we always have a stack of them because Deborah uses them to make teepee frames for her string beans to climb up on in the summer garden).  I rigged up the two poles like elephant tusks—one on each side to scoop up the canes and guide them over the big rear wheel of the tractor.  I wired them in place, making sure they would clear the ground to avoid that nasty potential snagging problem.  This worked well, so long as the canes were waving above ground level.  If they were lying right on the ground, however, the poles would miss them, the tires would grab them and rip them off the vine.  I gave up again.

Deborah and I had an errand to do in Ione, so we stopped at the hardware store there.  We chatted with the owner about how we might hook up some type of temporary fenders for our tractor, something that would be a bit flexible, not too heavy, yet capable of scooping up tender young canes.  He couldn’t think of anything, so we wandered around looking over his stock, and came upon a reel of copper tubing among the heating and air conditioning supplies.  It was thin-walled, so you could bend it easily, yet it would retain its shape.  

"Wow--don't you think we could take this stuff and bend it into tusk-like protuberances?" I asked Deborah.

"That might work," she replied.  "We could turn the points up a bit like ski tips, so they'd be less likely to jam into the ground.  But how would we attach them to the tractor?" There were metal braces and fittings of all sorts in the store, but those would require making holes in the tractor frame for the metal screws or bolts.

“What about duct tape?!” I asked.

“Hmmm,” Deborah pondered.

We asked a clerk where we could find the duct tape, and his eyes lit up.  “Duct tape!” he declared.  “Now you are some women after my own heart!  I find that most women don't give duct tape the proper appreciation it's due.”  He asked what we needed the duct tape for, and marveled when we told him what we planned to do with it.  He thought we were geniuses, inventing seasonal fenders out of copper tubing, then attaching them to our tractor with his favorite product in the world.  “Between you and me," he confided, "I call it ‘Jesus tape’ because it has been my salvation in a million and one fixes.  I worship that stuff.”

We went home and enthusiastically manufactured the copper tusks and Jesus-taped them onto the tractor.  By the time we had made them long enough to be able to pick up the lowest-hanging canes, however, their cumulative weight made them sag and droop until they rested right on the ground.  We could see that, even with their slightly up-turned ends, they would bend into a mangled mess as soon as they encountered any obstacle less movable than a cane.  The tractor never left the barn, and after a while I removed the duct tape and hauled about forty bucks worth of gnarled copper tubing to the top of the barn, where it would stay to remind us of our failed experiment until Joe took it away for recycling.

We looked out over our beautiful head-pruned vines and felt frustrated.  The temperature and humidity remained perfect for mildew formation.  We could hear tractor engines laboring in a few of the nearby vineyards, where our neighbors were sulfur-dusting their trellised vines.  We began to suffer from acute trellis envy.

Joe came by to replace the seat on our riding lawn mower and had to listen to us moan about not being able to get the tractor into the vineyard and hear about our various experiments.  He held up the old riding lawn mower seat.  "Hey, here's an idea.  Mara should take her new welding outfit and weld this onto the front of the tractor.  That way, you could have a real person sit out front with those bamboo poles and push the canes out of the way!"  

I was enthusiastic about a project for my recently acquired welding equipment, but couldn't quite figure out how this would work.  We could use a seatbelt to make sure the cane handler wouldn't accidentally fall beneath the tractor, but it would be pretty hard to wield those poles with both feet dangling down near ground level.  

Deborah proposed a solution:  "I can swipe a set of stirrups from a pelvic examination table at the hospital and you can weld those on, too.  They'd make perfect foot rests!" We all had a good laugh over this plan, but it seemed a bit too far-fetched, even for experimental farmers like us. 

Then Deborah had a real brain wave.  We had some girlfriends heading up for a visit—reinforcements!  "What if two of us were to walk—well, jog, really--ahead of the tractor, one on each side, pulling the longer canes out of the way of the wheels just before the tractor passed each vine?" she wondered.  

"Are you crazy?" I asked.  "Do you realize how much work that would be?  And what about the potential for someone getting hurt?  It's not worth it."

"Well, they’d have to be nimble and quick, and they’d have to wear protective clothing, even though of course the tractor operator would be doing her best to keep from sulfur-dusting the assistants.  But it might be worth a try.  At least it would be better than a workout at some boring indoor gym…"

Amazingly, our friend Kay was game for this experiment.  She and Deborah donned Tyvek “moonsuits”, work gloves, dust masks and special Tyvek hoods that had clear acrylic eye shields built into them.  Linda and I laughed our rear ends off at the sight of the two of them.  They looked like nuns from some really odd religious sect.  The Sulfur Sisters, we dubbed them, as we doubled over in hoots and guffaws.

"Let's get going!"  Kay and Deborah chorused.  They were beginning to perspire in those outfits, and the face shields were clouding up with steam.

As the nuns ran ahead of the tractor, they were remarkably effective at pushing the long canes out of the way.  I did have to clutch periodically to avoid running over one of the sisters, and my goggles would fog up whenever I would snort a laugh into my dust mask, but we were able to get one more crucial round of sulfuring completed before the weather turned hot enough to suppress the mildew on its own.

I'm not quite sure why, but we have never repeated the Sulfur Sister routine.  We have come to rely more on early cane thinning and leaf pulling to promote good air circulation around the grapes, backed up with a program of spot sulfuring by hand, if necessary.  But I look back with nostalgia on that Sulfur Sister summer, and chuckle to think about the cluster of men that must have been elbowing around the single south-facing window at the Legion Hall, trying to get a better look at whatever the hell was going on next door.  I hope they were able to raise some money for charity by setting up a pay-per-view booth at that small window that used to look out over our vineyard, before the cypress trees we planted grew into a thick, tall hedge.
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