LODI NEWS-SENTINEL

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 2020

3

LODI LIVING

David Lucas holds mealybug destroyers at his vineyard on July 24, 2019.

David Lucas holds mealybug destroyers at his vineyard on July 24, 2019.

David Lucas shows the crimson clover cover crop at
his ZinStar vineyard on April 24, 2019.

With parasites and predators, Lucas Winery fights grape pests
By Bea Ahbeck
NEWS-SENTINEL PHOTO CHIEF

In late July, Lucas and his
team meticulously shake out
the mealybug destroyer on
each vine in the vineyard. The
mealybug ladybird, or mealybug destroyer, is a ladybird
species not much bigger than
the head of a pin. It’s a veracious eater of the vine mealybugs, which commonly affects
organic vineyards. The mealybug destroyers get shipped to
the winery from an insectary
in little tubes.
“They have been a very effective way for us to at least
reduce the population,” Pyle
Lucas said.
Mealybugs can make the
grapes black and sticky, and
they’re extremely difficult to
control.
“We have been successful in
keeping the mealybug off the
fruit using this ladybug,” Pyle
Lucas said.
The Lucases also deploy the
Galendromus occidentalis, a
spider mite predator, into
their organic vineyard. They
are delivered in tubes in dispersed in a very fine, almost
sandlike structure of a corn
cob.
“Sometimes we want to look
at this tube and say, ‘There is
nothing in there!’ But if we
shake it out on a white piece
of paper, and if you look for a
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David Lucas distributes Galendromus occidentalis, a spider mite predator, at his certified organic vineyard at Lucas Winery in Lodi on July 24, 2019.

minute or two, you start to see
something moving,” Pyle-Lucas said.
If left unchecked, spider
mites can make grapevine
leaves look like they do in the
autumn, Lucas said.
“They take all the chlorophyll out and you’re just left
with a leaf that cannot synthesize anything and ripen the

fruit,” he said. “So it just completely devastates the canopy
if you let it get out of control.”
They flood the vineyard
with the spider mite predators
and generally don’t have to do
anything else after that, other
than perhaps another introduction of the predator mite.
“What’s amazing is that we
get much better efficacy by in-

troducing this mite than we do
with the spray — often we
have to go in a lot more regularly with the spray,” Pyle Lucas said.
Most sprays are generalists,
she added — meaning they’ll
wipe out the pests, but also the
bugs that prey on them and
keep them under control.
“So if you want to evolve in-

to this bio-controlled world,
you have to have vegetation on
the ground that supports
(predator insects). You have to
be very careful about what you
introduce into the vineyard
besides these living organisms
that you have to preserve,” she
said.
The Lucases use cover crops
to reintroduce nitrogen into
the soil, and to keep it from
getting too compact.
“We’ve done crimson clover,
which is really beautiful,” Lucas said. “It takes the carbon
dioxide out of the atmosphere
— which is a problem, as we
all know — and converts it into nitrogen in the root nodules
of this legume. And then we’ll
mow it, and those nodules in
the soil break down and that
becomes a nutrient source for
the grapevine.”
Lucas enjoys the constantly
evolving nature of applied biological controls.
“It really keeps viticultural
practices exciting and new
and fresh,” he said. “It’s not
just the same old calendar —
this is a new technique. You
have to be out in the vineyard
and you have to be paying attention. It’s a lot more footsteps in the vineyard. It just
makes it a lot more exciting.
It’s just not, ‘Oh, here comes
another grape year,’ it’s some
new techniques.”

Cluster Thinning
Brings Balance
June 28, 2019
Early summer is the time for cluster
thinning — part of vintners’ efforts to
achieve a uniformity of ripeness among
the grapes. This is the one activity in the
vineyard that may not be needed every
year.
It’s a great way to manage the vigor of
the vine and ensure the resulting crop
produces the highest — quality grapes.
Cluster thinning is a specialized skill,
and Lucas’ crew knows how to do it really well. They can make a distinction between an old vine and a young vine. Even
if it’s a young, vigorous vine, they know
when and how to thin out the crop to give
it some relief. In addition, less irrigation
is needed for thinned vines.
“Thinning is almost like irrigation; it
takes that stress off of the vines, so it’s a
really important technique,” Lucas said.
“This is where the winemaking really be-

Canuta Angel trims grapes on June 28.

gins — in the vineyard. So if we can get
it right here and get the acid and the pH
correct, then we make Heather’s job all
that much easier. She likes to say a great
wine starts in the vineyard, and then she
just has to babysit the wine.”
Left alone, the vines will produce more
grapes — causing them to “get tired” and
stop developing sugar in July.
“When the grapes aren’t ripening on a
steady upward trend, you end up with
physiological numbers and juice that
come into the winery that just aren’t desirable,” Lucas said.

Workers trim grapes for vine balance during cluster thinning at Lucas Winery in Lodi
Friday, June 28, 2019.

What Makes a Wine Organic?
An organic vineyard is certified
by CCOF, which advances organic
agriculture, and their standards
“promote and enhance biodiversity,
biological cycles, and soil fertility,
and restore, maintain, and enhance
ecological harmony,” according to
their website.
Organic wines cannot contain
any sulfides, which are commonly
added to wine to prevent oxidation
and maximize freshness. If a wine

cannot contain sulfides, it makes it
unageable, according to Lucas.
“What we know now is that if the
grapes and juice have a healthy Ph
then the amount of sulfur to protect
the wines from bacteria and oxidation is greatly reduced,” Lucas said.
Lodi Rules is the short name for
the Lodi Winegrape Commission’s
“Lodi Rules for Sustainable Winegrowing”, a set of guidelines used
by winegrowers throughout the Lo-

Above and below: Lucas Winery owner David Lucas holds an unevenly ripened
grape cluster, left, removed in the véraison thinning, and an evenly ripened one, at
his Lodi winery on Aug. 8, 2019.

Véraison
Thinning
Shapes Flavor
Late July/early August, 2019
Véraison is the name for the onset of
ripening, when grapes are turning from
green to black — but grapes don’t all
ripen uniformly.
At the end of July and beginning of
August, the crew goes through the vineyard and cuts out any clusters that are
50 percent green or more.
If the unripe grapes aren’t removed,
pickers at harvest won’t be able to tell
the level of ripeness based on color. By
then, all the clusters would be black.
“But if you were to taste these,” Lucas
said, holding a cluster of unevenly
ripened grapes, “these would taste like a
rhubarb pie somebody forgot to put the
sugar in, and the others are going to
have that nice brambly, boysenberry,
blueberry spice that we expect from
great Zinfandel wines.”

di winegrowing region of California to ensure that their products are
grown in a sustainable manner. The
rules are intended to lead to quantifiable improvements in the health
of the adjacent ecosystem as well as
the wine quality. Products grown in
accordance with the rules are certified by the non-profit organization
Protected Harvest and carry a label
informing retailers and consumers
of the grower’s compliance.
— Source: Wikipedia, Lodi Rules,
CCOF

If one were to go out into the vineyard
the day after the véraison thinning, suddenly all of the grapes would look ripe,
Lucas said.
“It looks ripe because you removed
those green grapes, which would never
be at the same flavor profile or color as
the rest of the grapes that ripened earlier,” he said.
Achieving a uniformity of ripeness is
of utmost importance to achieve balanced, world-class wine flavors and texture, Lucas said.
“This vineyard activity, this single activity, is more important than anything
we do in the winery,” he said.

