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by John Friel

Learnin’ Through the Grapevine
When local winemakers need a green thumb for their whites
and reds, they call expert viticulturist Mark Chien
scariest words a farmer ever hears? A:
“I’m from the government, and I’m here
to help you.”
Fortunately, there are exceptions – like
Mark Chien. Chien isn’t exactly “from
the government.” But he is a wine grape
specialist with the Pennsylvania State
University’s Cooperative Extension, based
at the Farm & Home Center in Lancaster.
And he is here to help grape growers.
“I’m an educator,”Chien says.“Extension
is the interface. We ‘extend’ information
from the land-grant universities out into
the community.”
Naturally, Penn State’s Extension
has many specialists in dairy, livestock
and poultry. Chien reminds me that
agriculture is the largest sector of PA’s
economy – even larger than tourism. But
rare is the viticulturist, who specializes in
wine grapes. Wine is also an agricultural
sector that’s bigger in PA than I realized.
When Chien arrived in 1999, there were
42 wineries in the Commonwealth.
Now there are 150. “It’s not a traditional
agricultural commodity,” he says,“and it’s
moving upward.”
Viticulture is a blend of academia
and dirty-hands farming. Between high
school and college, Chien traveled for
three years in Germany.“Some of my host
families lived near wineries,” he recalls.“I
was interested early on.”After college, he
earned master’s degree in viticulture at
University of California, Davis.
Chien is a tall, slender man of Asian
descent who looks younger than his
54 years – too young to have 30 years
experience at wineries ranging from
Pindar Vineyards in New York to
managing Temperance Hill Vineyard in
Oregon.And his own tastes are surprising
– he says he has “a very low tolerance for
wine snobbery.” In his opinion, Riesling
is the world’s greatest white
wine grape.
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Here’s an old agriculture
joke – Q: What are the 10

Chien would rather talk about his work
than himself. I had to probe to learn
that his wife, Judith, works at Franklin
& Marshall College, that he grew up in
Central Massachusetts, the son of a UMass
professor, and that the Chiens have no
children besides their cat, Mandy.
“I’m not very interesting,” Chien says
with a laugh. “We love to drive; we do
covered bridge tours.”
Tim Jobe, the head winemaker of
Twin Brook Winery near Gap, says that’s
a typical response from Chien. When
Chien’s at a farm, he’s there to discuss
wine and growing techniques like vine
balance – the process of deciding how
much fruit to allow your vines to bear.
Lop off too much, and you lose yield.
Leave too much, and you delay
ripening.
“Mark’s a great guy, very
pleasant,” Jobe says.“But when
you see him, there’s no small
talk about Mark. It’s all about
grapes. He just wants to
know what’s happening in
the vineyard.”
Chien muses about the
state of local agriculture
in Pennsylvania. He says
Fruit of the vine:
it was strange coming to
Chien in the fields
Pennsylvania,
where
most
at Manheim’s
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supporting local agriculture despite
living in one of the most productive
farming areas in the country. “In Oregon,
it’s almost a social obligation,” Chien says.
“When you buy something – a carrot, a
bottle of wine, a widget – you try to buy
something made locally. There’s not that
kind of vision here.”
A more pleasant surprise was
Pennsylvania’s soils. Originally he
thought farmers couldn’t grow high
quality grapes in the region, but he says
he was quickly proven wrong. California
soil specialists and European vineyard
veterans kept telling Chien that the
local soils are excellent for grapes. The
experience of getting out in the fields and
looking at growing conditions convinced
him that the viticulture potential is huge
in Lancaster, York and Adams Counties,
which he calls “a big sweet spot with a
nice balance of climate and soils.”
One caveat to the excellent soils is that
the eastern U.S. is the most challenging
place in the world to grow high-quality
wine grapes, Chien says, pointing out
that in no other wine region are there
greater risks of cold weather injury or
warm wet summers.
But producing high-quality grapes is
more than soil and climate. The human
element is just as important. And that
element expresses itself in various ways.

“Who starts a winery?” Chien asks
rhetorically. “Someone with a boatload
of discretionary income who loves wine.
They’ve been to Napa and Bordeaux;
some could afford to buy property
in California or Europe. But they
love Pennsylvania. They have this
starry-eyed dream that they can
have a winery here.”
He says that many people looking
to start a winery have no agricultural
experience. Some of them have
never grown so much as a
tomato, and it’s Chien’s job to
train them in some growing
techniques. He gives them
resources, walking them through
the process.
“Some will do a magnificent job,
some will fail miserably,” Chien says.
Another local producer that has
benefited from Chien’s experience is Waltz
Vineyards Estate Winery in Manheim. Just
as Chien doesn’t fit the scary government
model, the Waltzes don’t fit his winemaking
wannabes portrait. Jan and Kim Waltz
started their operation from scratch in
a garage in 2000. Jan is a fifth-generation
farmer who says he “didn’t want to grow
tobacco anymore”and was inspired during
a 1995 tour of California’s wine region.
“Before Mark, we had very limited
resources,” says Jan. “It was up to the
individual to draw his own conclusions –
and many times end up unsuccessful. Mark
helped define the parameters of the
industry. He kept track of the failures
and successes to help us make the right
decisions and successfully expand.”
Chien
informs
the
winemaking
community in numerous ways. He
maintains a website, troubleshoots by
phone, email or onsite, writes papers and
articles and holds seminars.
Jan says Chien has “a worldwide
understanding of viticulture. The people
he has brought from all over the world
were able to provide factual information
about what has been proven to work or
fail in the vineyard. These efforts have
helped us all.”
Tim Jobe agrees.“I’ve been doing this for
20 years,” he says, “so I might not have to
call Mark as often as some. But he’s always
there, ready to help.”
Getting Pennsylvania’s wine to the
same level as France’s or Napa Valley’s
will require overcoming what Chien calls
the One Bad Bottle Phenomenon. “If a
consumer has a bad merlot here, they’ll say
they’d never buy another PA wine because
it’s all bad,” Chien says. “If someone gets a
bad California merlot, they just go down
the road and try the next winery.”
But overall, Chien’s vision of PA’s wine
potential is particularly startling. “What
took hundreds of years in France took 50
years in California, 30 in Oregon,” he says.
“Here [in Pennsylvania], we could do it in
20, if we apply ourselves.We have access to
the same knowledge they have in Europe.”
Next time you sip on a local wine, you
could be tasting an offering from the one
of the world’s next great wine regions.

