
 

 

Weather Alert

~ Terrible "RACHIS" on the Sonoma Coast for Martinelli Grapegrowers. ~     

       Late spring in 2005 was much like the threat of having to cancel Christmas in the 
famous story of “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer”, except that us grapegrowers along the 
Sonoma County north coast did not have Rudolph to guide our sleigh through the suddenly 
cold weather. Instead, we only had a pair of tweezers to save the day. There is a three 
week period between the end of May and the first part of June that is absolutely crucial in 
determining the tonnage that each vineyard will produce. This particular time in the growing 
season is when bloom begins and the tiny berries set. The actual success of bloom and set 
affects the eventual crop size at harvest. In order for bloom to take place, the small brown 
cap that sits on the very tip of each infant flower must dry out and fall off, allowing the 
pollen tube to grow and create a grape berry. This natural process will be hindered if the 
weather is cold and damp, like it was in spring of 2005. Rain rained down and the weather 
remained cold for three weeks in late spring. Most of the caps remained too damp to dry out 
and pop off, which disabled flowering. As a result, the pollen tubes did not get enough sun 
and warmth to inspire set, formation, and growth of the grapes. Eventually the flower 
clusters dropped off the vine and “shatter” occurred. Shatter is a condition where the 
berries, due to uncooperative weather, either do not develop at all, or have different levels 
of maturity. Although the quality of the wine was not affected by the natural process I am 
describing, the very, very low tonnage dictates how many cases we can produce.  

      The Blue Slide Ridge vineyard sits at an elevation between 1,000 to 1,300 feet, resting 
on the leeward or eastern facing slope of the second ridge inland from the Pacific Ocean. 
The exposure on Blue Slide Ridge is warmer than the western facing slopes which get hit 
harder by the rainfall when it dumps off of the coastline. The ridgeline also protects the 
vineyard from ocean winds which can lower optimum temperatures for bloom conditions. 
The steep rugged hills in that part of the country can be severely affected by a slight 
difference in topography or location. My father, Lee Martinelli, Sr., strategically planted the 
Blue Slide Ridge vineyard on this grand cru site, for the specific purpose of using Mother 
Nature’s elements for optimum flavors, ripening, and quality. The top of the ridgeline 
protects the vines from extreme weather like that of June 2005, blocking out the cold wind. 
   

      To add to the heavily detailed around-the-calendar care that my father gives his Blue 
Slide Ridge vineyard to produce the best possible wine, Lee Sr., removed the berries that 
had not fully developed. The field workers actually walk up and down every single row, 
inspecting each and every cluster, picking out the small green berries with a set of metal 
tweezers. No macho tools for this exercise. A full cluster of grapes will usually consist of 100 
to 150 berries. A “rachis” is the stem structure that looks like a miniature upside down fir 
tree, and to which the grapes are connected. In 2005 between six and twenty berries lined 



many of the rachis, and the total tonnage of our Blue Slide Ridge was reduced by two 
thirds.  

       For those wondering how our other vineyards fared that are not seated on the coast: 
the Green Valley and the Russian River Valley grapes remained unscathed. The coastal 
vineyards bloom later than the Russian River Valley vineyards, so when the cold wet 
weather hit, the grapes lying inland had already bloomed and were well on their way to 
developing mature fruit. A farmer’s constant adjustment in working hand in hand with 
Mother Nature can be quite limited unless a fabled creature like Rudolph shows up. Yes, we 
lost over two thirds of the crop on Blue Slide Ridge in the year of 2005, making a whopping 
175 cases, but in my father’s Italian green eyes I see a spark and shine as he takes a quick 
glance up at the sky and decides to chance it again, looking forward to the challenge of next 
year’s vintage. Farmers may not have the magical power that Santa does, but with a couple 
of tweezers in the right hands, a very special season can be saved.  Salute to all and to all a 
great glass!  

Julianna Martinelli 
Farmer's Daughter 

 


