Try a few sips of local wines at Running Hare Vineyard’s fasting pavilion.
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Southern Maryland's agricultural roots — entwined for centuries with the roots

of the tobacco plant — run deep and wide. Agriculture formed the foundation of a
colonial economy in Southern Maryland more than 300 years ago. Powered by the
English crown’s desire for tobacco in the 17th century, tobacco plantations sprouted
up all along the tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay, which provided access for vessels
to carry the product to England’s ports. Tobacco became the currency of the
Chesapeake in the absence of coin or paper money during the colonial era, establish-

ing agriculture as not only an occupation, but also a way of life for Southern
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Marylanders. This ity r

ic bedrock until the lat-

{ the region’s

ter part of the 20th century when demand for the crop dwindled.

From tobacco to grapes

The early 21st century brought about
unprecedented changes to Southern
Maryland’s agricultural landscape as the
tobacco era came to a close. Some farm-
ers opted to participate in the Maryland
Tobacco Crop Conversion Program popu-
larly known as the “tobacco buyout” that
was implemented in 1999. As a condition
of the tobacco buyout, farmers who
accepted payments, which were based on
former tobacco production, agreed to
maintain their property in agricultural

production for their lifetime and transition
from growing tobacco to other crops.

The years after the tobacco buyout
have brought numerous agricultural ven-
tures to Southern Maryland farms.
Viticulture — the cultivation of grapes and
grapevines — is one growing choice that
is on the rise throughout the region.
Brought about in part by the shared vision
of former tobacco farmers and a new
generation of entrepreneurs seeking to
make a positive contribution to the

(Continued on page 42.)

The Port of Leonardiown Winery features 10 new
stainless steel fermentation and aging tanks.

Wine barrels o Fridays Creek Winery in Owings.
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Tim Lewis, owner of Cove Point Winery, pours grapes into
the crusher.

(Continued from page 41.)

regional economy, while preserving the
traditions of an agricultural way of life,
grape cultivation and wine making in
Southern Maryland represent a promise
to the future.

“Former farming soil is beneficial to
growing grapes,” said Richard Fuller,
president of the Southern Maryland Wine
Growers Cooperative. The group is com-
prised of 15 members, including former
tobacco farmers, military veterans, busi-
nessmen and professionals representing
varying levels of experience in grape culti-
vation and varying sizes of vineyards.
“Most members have an acre,” said
Fuller, adding that members are growing
a variety of grapes, including whites such
as Chardonnay, Vidal Blanc and Viognier,
and reds such as Barbera, Cabernet
Franc, Chambourcin, Merlot and
Sangiovese.

St. Mary’s County wine grape grow-
ers took advantage of a government grant
and training program created in 2005 to
encourage development of the wine
industry in Southern Maryland. The
“Southern Maryland Growing Grapes for
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Rich Fuller, president of the Southern Maryland Wine
Growers Cooperative, prepares to crush the group's first
grapes as Leonardtown Mayor J. Harry Norris looks on.

Cove Point Winery is a micro-winery with a small
experimental vineyard.

Wine Program,” administered with tobac-
co buyout funds by the Southern
Maryland Agricultural Development
Commission in coordination with the
Maryland Cooperative Extension, provid-
ed up to 50 percent matching funds for
bulk purchases of grapevines that were
chosen from a set list based on Southern
Maryland growing conditions, according
to Fuller. Program participants also
attended seminars and workshops geared
for Southern Maryland put on by the
Maryland Cooperative Extension. “The
program was really super,” said Fuller. “It
was a catalyst to get started. Many of our
members got their grapes through it and
took the training sessions.”

From grapes to wine

Fall in the vineyard means harvest
time. It is an exciting season for all wine
grape growers, but this fall is especially
significant for members of the Southern
Maryland Wine Growers Cooperative.
“This is when we’ll find out if it’s all
worthwhile,” said Fuller, who, along with
other coop members, has been instru-
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