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Perhaps you're thinking our past newsletters have taught you everything there is to know about 
growing  crops. Nope! Welcome to The Irrigation Issue. We want to give you some insight 
into our annual ritual of restarting irrigation systems after they've been shut off for the winter. 
This is somewhat long and detailed. If you'd rather not feel our pain or gain new knowledge 
about the intricacies of managing an agricultural operation (TMI 🙄), feel free to skip to page 5.

For the past quarter-century or so, 
we've been helped by Joe, our 
handyman who lives just a mile 
down the road and seems to have 
endless talent for fixing anything. 
Often, if we see something leaking, 
we'd call Joe, and he'd fix it. In 
recent years, he'd explain what to 
do and have us do it. He was trying 
to teach us so if he ever retired, 
we'd have some idea how to cope. 
This year, Joe announced he was 
moving to Maine and his last day of 
work would be June 30. Yikes! 

In June, we inspected our miles of vineyard irrigation tubing for leaks and checked the 2,400 
drippers, repairing or replacing bad ones. This is work we typically do ourselves, often with a 
little help from our friends. Once the vineyard irrigation was squared away, we turned attention 
to the olive orchard. We did call on Joe to us help figure out why one of our control valves was 
not working properly (wiring issue, whew). We then repaired a few obvious leaks where brittle 
old irrigation tubing had cracked. Each of our 100 olive trees has 3 or 4 one-gallon-per-hour 
drippers placed around the drip line of the tree. Every year, the drippers get stepped on and 
broken during harvest, or weed whacked off in spring, when ground cover hides them. These 
have to be checked and replaced as needed annually. We knew there were other issues from 
last season, when it was obvious that some trees were getting more water than others, mainly 
because we had replaced some of the drippers with sprayers that put out more water. Getting 
more water to the trees seemed like a good idea at the time, but we didn't have sufficient 
water pressure to put sprayers everywhere, and where we did put them was a bit random. 

Mara figured out a plan to equalize the number of drippers and sprayers at each tree, so none 
would get more water than others. Implementing this plan involved hours of crawling around 
under trees, pulling out this and putting in that--and then re-setting timers so each third of the 
orchard would water for the same amount of time. Whew. Once the two upper sections were 
done, it was time to work on the Omega orchard, where we have thirty olive trees planted near 
our well. As soon as this system was turned on, water gushed from the valve that controls flow 
to the trees. Crap. That shutoff valve didn't even drip when it was off--but in that position the 
30 trees get NO water. Now with it on, the valve box filled with water and submerged the 
electric wires that signal the valve when to open and close. An obviously untenable situation...
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Mara gathered all her 3/4" pvc plumbing parts and a couple of 
new shutoff valves. While she was stewing over how to work 
inside a very tight underground valve box to fix this problem, 
she enlisted a trabajadora with a shovel--Deborah--and had 
her dig up the area around the valve box to see where buried 
water lines came and went. No small feat in a shed the size of 
an outhouse that contained the multiple electrical panels that 

control our well and send signals to various pumps to fill our huge storage tank or to send water 
up the hill to where it is needed in homes and gardens. Not to mention, Mara was kneeling 
right in the way, studying the pipes to identify repair options. (Before and after pics above).

While Deborah dug trenches delicately, trying to locate water lines without breaking them, 
Mara stewed over a big issue. Replacing the faulty shutoff valve would require shutting off the 
well entirely, meaning there would be no water available to homes, gardens or vineyard for 
several hours or a day, just as a heatwave was predicted. And once we shut off the well, all of 
the irrigation lines uphill would drain right into the work area, creating a swamp. Ugh. 

After staring into the valve box for quite a while (Deborah still digging--no picnic as the ground 
is very hard by now), Mara realizes there are actually two shut-off valves in the utility box. But it 
turns out one of them only controls water to an 
outdoor faucet, bypassing the pressure regulator 
and timer valve needed to irrigate the olive trees. 
What if there were a way to redo the plumbing so 
that the faulty shutoff valve could be left in the off 
position permanently? It would certainly be better 
if the lines could be re-routed to send water 
through the pressure regulator and timer valve 
and out to the thirsty olive trees without having to 
shut off the well and drain the miles of lines from 
uphill into our work area... 🤔

After chewing pencils for quite a while, Mara 
devises a plan she thinks might work. She sketches 
it out and decides to sleep on it. For insurance, she 
asks Joe if he might (pretty please?) swing by early 
in the morning so she can explain her plan and see 
what he thinks. Joe agrees!

In the morning, Joe reviews Mara's plan and 
declares it brilliant. "Wish I'd thought of that 
myself!" This is high praise from Joe, who has 
super high standards. Once he departs, Mara lays 
out a trash bag and kneeling pad, squats down and 
starts cutting through pvc pipe mercilessly. Soon 
the shutoff valve that will remain permanently in 
OFF position is dangling midair, but the well can 
continue to work. Deborah is promoted from 
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Typical PVC Repair Conversation:

"Can you find me a piece that looks 
exactly like this one, but male-, not 
female-threaded?"

"Huh??"

With exterior threading, not interior 
threading, like this one."

"Got it!"

"Well, that's the right idea, but this one 
is hose-threaded, and I need one just 
like that that's pipe-threaded."

"Huh?"

"With the threads closer together, like 
this one--tighter, not looser, like that 
one."

"Like this?"

"Perfecto. Now I need a 90-degree 
elbow--though two 45-degree pieces 
would work even better, if we have 
them."

"Like these?"

"Yes, except I need a slip connection 
on this end, so I can glue it, rather than 
screwing it in..."



trabajadora to parts assistant, so 
Mara will not have to jump up and 
down constantly as she starts 
assembling squirrelly-shaped new 
sections of piping. The heat wave 
arrives, just as we are in the middle 
of an intense gluing and screwing 
session. (It's OK censors, we're only 
talking plumbing here). Eventually, it 
is all put together, not without 
considerable effort and a couple of 
occasions that required four hands 
to work quickly, racing against time 
and the fast-drying glue. 

We take a lunch break to allow the glue to cure a bit longer. We return to test the system. 
Voila--it works! Nothing blows apart! But water is not emerging from drippers as expected. The 
water pressure appears to be crap! Huh??

After walking the orchard, we find a giant wet patch near the bottom row of trees. Obviously, 
there's a break in the underground waterworks we can't see. We start digging where we 
observe a small geyser, only to discover it is not the broken pipe we seek but water shooting 
through a gopher tunnel complex from somewhere further uphill. Deborah is demoted to 
trabajadora again. She digs, tossing aside heavy clumps of wet earth. Eventually (after a LOT of 
digging) we find the break in a water line--but it is directly beneath an olive tree! There's no 
way to repair it without removing the tree. It seems the old underground system was placed 
too close to the young trees, whose roots have now grown big--and strong enough to break the 
lines. This was not the first repair, but the fourth in two years. So, it's time to rethink the whole 
Omega irrigation system--but first we need to address the immediate problem. We'll have to 
somehow bypass this break in the water line. Running out of daylight, we decide to sleep on it.

Mara has irrigation dreams, wakes up thinking we should cut a small section out of the exposed 
pvc pipe to determine which way the water flows through it. That would provide important 
information! Then we can construct a temporary above-ground by-pass to the other side of the 
tree and learn which other trees are being watered by that particular pipe. We do this. We find 
out the water flows west to east. We construct the 
temporary bypass and see the broken line serves six 
more olive trees. We have no idea how the rest are 
getting watered, but they are, somehow...We know 
we should construct a new, above-ground watering 
system, but not today. The heat is projected to be in 
the triple digits for a few days, not good for outdoor 
work. At least we fixed the immediate problem.

On the third day of the heat wave, as we start dinner 
preparations, we turn the kitchen faucet but no water 
emerges. Hmmm. I go check the gauge near the 
pressure tanks. I try turning the switch that signals 
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the well to send water on and off a few times. Nada.   I check 
the breakers. Everything looks fine, so I drive down the hill to 
the well to see if there is a breaker problem there or if one of 
our pumps is down. As soon as I pull up, I hear and see water 
gushing from the main water line coming out of the storage 
tank. I can see the broken fitting. Water has  saturated the area 
and is filling the valve box where I recently made repairs. I flip a 
breaker so the pump will stop running, since it is not sending 
water anywhere we need it. 

It's Friday evening. Joe has retired, but I call him anyway to 
commiserate. He sounds tired and is about to sit down and have 
a cocktail. I don't press him to help. We can do without water 
overnight. I drive back up the hill and look in my box of 1" pvc 
parts. There are only four, but I envision a way I could put three 

of them together if I had to to repair the broken pipe. I even find a section of 1" pipe in the top 
of the barn that might do. But I'd noticed that particular line has been repeatedly repaired in 
past. It must be under a lot of pressure or getting too much vibration. We should probably hire 
a plumber to fix it properly. But it's the weekend, and the few guys in the county who specialize 
in this sort of work are run ragged and overbooked.

I recall that last time we had problems at the well, I spent hours of quality time chatting with 
the owner of one of the local well companies. We had a great conversation, and he ended up 
giving me his cell phone number, as well as the direct number for his main repair guy. I texted 
the helper. He replied immediately, letting me know he'd moved away, but could talk me 
through the repair from afar if it was urgent. That didn't seem appealing.

I called the owner's number, got voicemail, left a message. A few 
hours later, I received a call from his new assistant, who'd only been 
on the job for two weeks. He said he'd be in our area on Saturday 
fixing problems, anyway, so could swing by first thing in the morning 
to take a look. Hallelujah! He came! He replaced the broken pipe 
with a solid metal section that is much sturdier. We turned on the 
pump. We had water again! Humans, goats, sheep, grapes, olives, 
fruit and nut trees, and veggies had access once again to that 
precious commodity we sometimes take for granted.

We've since bought a half mile of perforated drip line for the lower olive orchard and have been 
mapping creative designs for laying it out efficiently 
(see left). Once we accomplish that, we'll cut off the 
main underground supply line and bring it 
aboveground (with a working shutoff valve for 
winter) next to the shed, and build a new manifold 
with five hose connections to supply water to the 
new drip system, abandoning the old underground 
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piping altogether. Fingers crossed there will be no more breaks in the old lines before we find 
time to install the new drip lines.  
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IN OTHER NEWS: 

The vines look lush and healthy after all the winter rain. The 
grapes are just beginning to go through veraison! When  they 
start plumping up and turning color, we feel harvest fever 
coming on. Once around 75 percent of them have turned color, 
we know that harvest is about six weeks away. Our best guess 
now is that harvest will occur mid- to late-September. 

The three new barn kitties are 
growing, now eating kibble 
and  learning how to catch 
mice! We hope momma will 
move on to teaching gopher 
hunting lessons soon!

CUSTOMER CORNER:

One of our favorite new customers is Andreas Niemann, who is the Chef-Owner of Cross Over 
Kitchen, a local catering company committed to showcasing local, organically grown products. 
Chef Andy buys our estate-grown extra virgin olive oil by the gallon to prepare his amazing 
pesto that sparkles with basil and a mixture of ten other herbs. Originally from Germany, Chef 
Andy has made his home in Amador County and regularly appears with his food truck at local 
foodie events and popular venues, turning out lovingly cooked healthy and delicious meals 
made from local, sustainably grown ingredients. 
Chef Andy provided one of his go-to recipes (see 
box) for our newsletter readers. Order some of 
our amazing olive oil drizzle over sun-ripened 
tomatoes, or dig out your favorite pesto recipe 
while basil is in season.

CURRENT OFFERINGS: 
Attached please find a list of the wines and olive 
oil we have available for purchase. We are 
running very low on stock of our 2021 Albariño 
and 2016 Zinfandel, and we have sold out of the 
amazing 2019 Zinfandel. We still have 2018 DUO 
and 2018 Zinfandel, and are now selling our 
2020 Zinfandel (our estate grown Zin with a bit 
of estate grown Petite Sirah used for blending, as 
in the 2019 vintage). It's another classic, spicy 
Zinfandel from our tiny Fiddletown AVA. 

Arranging pickups and deliveries in Amador 
County is easy anytime. We'll be in San Francisco  
August 17-19 so let us know if you want us to  
bring any goodies to the city for you then.

Enjoy what's left of summer, everyone!
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Lemon Garlic Vinaigrette
 

This vinaigrette is easy to make and 
will keep well in the refrigerator for a 
week or more. It can be used not 
only to dress greens but also as a 
marinade for fish, chicken, or as a 
scrumptious  drizzle to use with 
grilled veggies or pork tenderloins.

Ingredients:
juice of 2 lemons
1/4 cup of extra virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic, finely chopped
2 T. finely chopped parsley (or 

basil, oregano, thyme)
1/2 tsp sea salt
1/4 tsp freshly ground pepper
1 tsp honey
zest of 1 lemon

Directions: Combine lemon juice and 
zest in a bowl. Add garlic, salt, 
pepper, and honey. Whisk in the olive 
oil slowly until it emulsifies. Stir in 
the chopped herbs. Enjoy!

Mara & Deborah


