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John and Jenny Nagorcka farm around 800 acres 
(320Ha) at Tarrington in south-western Victoria. The 
main farm of 700 acres has been in the family for 
three generations, while the other, nearby block of 
100 acres was bought a few years ago. 
 
After finishing secondary school, John spent a few years 
working on the farm, but then left to study medicine in 
Melbourne, later specializing in radiology. He worked in 
Melbourne and later, in Bendigo. But his interest in 
farming was still strong, and he and Jenny became more 
and more involved in the family farm during the 1990s, 
eventually buying the property from John’s parents. In 
1990, they planted 3 acres of vines, but made many 
mistakes: the varieties were wrong and the vineyard 
layout was wrong. With more experience, they planted 
more vines between 1995 and 1997. In 1997 they 
stopped using herbicides, the only non-organic input in 
the vineyard at that stage. Over the years, John had had 
an awareness of Biodynamics, through various articles, 
particularly about wine production. He saw the ABC TV 
feature on Biodynamics and Alex Podolinsky on A Big 
Country in the early 80s. Then he read a piece on 
Biodynamics by the Bio-Dynamic Research Institute in 

a machinery magazine, and decided to give it a go, 
spraying 500 for the first time in 1999. 
 
500 
John expected to see a gradual change from the use of 
prepared 500, but noticed very quick changes. He ran 
out of 500 during the first autumn, missing every second 
row in one section of the vineyard. By late winter he 
could see that the rows that had been sprayed with 500 
had noticeably longer grass than the areas that had not 
received 500. Further, when he turned the sheep into the 
vineyard, they ate the longer grass first – normally sheep 
prefer shorter grass. 
 
The soil here is naturally rich, but over the years it has 
continued to improve with 500 application every  spring 
and autumn. The grey soils have become chocolate, and 
the redder soils have darkened. Structure continues to 
improve each year. The soil is noticeably soft to walk on 
whereas the neighbour’s is hard. The soil absorbs every 
bit of rain that falls - a few years ago they had 6 inches 
(150mm) of rain in just 3 days, but there was not one bit 
of “soil run” in the beautiful friable vineyard soil which 
had recently been cultivated. Every drop of rain was 
absorbed into the soil.  After heavy rain, water lies on 



top of the neighbour’s soil, but never lies on the 
Nagorcka’s. In a low-lying flat, there is no water lying 
on the Nagorcka’s side of the fence, but just over the 
fence, in the neighbour’s, there is a big sheet of water  
sitting on top of the soil. 
 
Vineyard 
The Nagorckas have 20 acres of vines on the home farm 
and 5 acres on the new. They grow red varieties Pinot 
Noir (half the total), and Shiraz (a few acres). A small 
area of Cabernet is being progressively replanted as the 
area is really too cold for this variety. White varieties 
grown are Reisling, Chardonnay and a little Semillon. 
The grapes grown on the home block are Demeter 
certified and are processed and marketed under the 
Hochkirch label. The grapes from the new block are in 
conversion, having been grown Biodynamically for 
three years, and are marketed under the Tarrington label. 
Although the soils on the two blocks are very similar, 
the wines produced are quite different. This is where the 
concept of terroir comes in. Terroir encompasses 
everything about the site, the soil, the aspect, the 
microclimate, sun exposure, whether it is shaded for part 
of the day, soil drainage, ventilation of the site and also 
the individual grower and winemaker. Very similar sites 
can produce very different wines. This is terroir. 
 

 
Sheep and vineyard 

 

 
 
The Nagorckas don’t use any fertiliser inputs or 
irrigation in the vineyard. Prepared 500 is sprayed after 
harvest, when the leaves have dropped and sheep have 
grazed,  as  soon as there is enough soil moisture. Spring  

 
Vines, after cultivation 

 
 
500 is sprayed before budburst. Generally they use only  
very low levels of copper and sulphur to combat 
mildews and botrytis. 501, casuarina, sodium silicate 
and milk (5%) are also used at times, and there are 
generally (apart from this year) no problems with 
diseases.  
 
The vineyard is mowed with a ride-on mower in the 
narrower spaced rows (2 metres) and with the tractor 
and slasher in the wider spaced rows (2.5, 2.8m). Sheep 
are also run in the vineyard periodically. The vineyard is 
usually mowed four or five times a year, but in this 
terribly wet growing season, they have mowed 12-15 
times!  
 
The under-row area is cultivated at least three times 
annually to conserve soil moisture. A two disc cultivator 
throws soil towards the vines in autumn, and then throws 
it away from the vines in spring. This leaves a ridge 
under the vines, that is cultivated with  a French plough 
that has a sensor arm. When it hits a vine it retracts and 
goes around the vine. It is very effective, cultivating 
right up to the vine trunk. If further cultivation is 
required later, John uses a plough that cuts under the 
surface with a blade. This plough also retracts when a 
sensor arm hits the trunk, flipping around the trunk and 
back into the row. John tries to leave about a metre of 
grass cover between the rows for traffic, and a metre 
under the rows is cultivated.  



The vineyard is not netted. Birds mainly eat grapes in 
the first few metres of each row.  
 
The 2010/2011 season has been exceptionally bad for 
grapes, the worst they have experienced, with excessive 
rainfall throughout spring and summer. Because they are 
so used to using very low levels of copper and sulphur, 
they got caught out this season and did not use enough. 
With hindsight they should have used high levels 
straight away to keep mildew and botrytis at bay. They 
were always reacting rather than being proactive, and, 
despite using 501 three times from December onwards, 
and increasing levels of sulphur and copper, downy 
mildew became a real problem for the first time since 
they started growing grapes 20 years ago. As a result, 
the harvest has been much lighter this year (only 11 
tonnes of Pinot were harvested), but fortunately, the 
wine they have made so far is of very good quality. 
Picking was slow and tedious because the good berries 
in a bunch had to be separated out much of the time. 
John has learnt from this difficult season, and if similar 
conditions occur again in the future, they will act far 
more quickly, using maximum levels of copper and 
sulphur, hand in hand with 501, casuarina, milk and 
sodium silicate. Milk (5%) is a very useful aid – it has a 
direct chemical effect on mildew, and is a useful sticking 
agent for sulphur (it can also be used with sodium 
silicate). In addition, John thinks that it may well create 
an environment where competitive fungi grow on the 
leaf, that compete against powdery and downy mildew. 
 
Wine Making 
John initially did a lot of reading, talking and helping 
out on different vineyards to gain experience. He then 
enrolled in the Wine Science Course at Charles Sturt 
University (Wagga). Now, their wine making process is 
very simple. In common with other Biodynamic 
winemakers, they put most of their attention into 
growing healthy fruit, and maintaining a vineyard 
environment that is conducive to healthy fruit.  
 
For Pinot Noir, their main red, the grapes are partly de-
stemmed (this year all de-stemmed as the stalks were not 
very ripe due to the cool, wet season) and the grapes put 
into an open vat. Most of the grapes are still intact at this 
stage. The grapes stay in the vat for a few days and a 
small amount of sulphur dioxide is added to select an 
active natural yeast population that can resist alcohol, 
and be able to continue the ferment through to dryness 
(ie. all the sugar is converted to alcohol and carbon 
dioxide). In the vat the carbon dioxide rises, bringing the 
skins and seeds to the top, forming a cap. The cap 
contains a lot of flavour compounds that are desirable, 
so it is pushed down (plunged) three or four times a day. 
Plunging also ensures that the cap doesn’t develop 
vinegary flavours. The ferment is finished after 10-14 
days, at which stage the grapes are transferred to the 
pneumatic press which squeezes all the juice out. Some 
more unconverted sugar comes out of any grapes that 
were  still  intact,  and  the  yeast  starts   working  again,  

 
Winery, built on three levels to minimize pumping 

 

 
Grapes in vat, plunger on top 

 
converting the sugar into alcohol and carbon dioxide. 
This also removes any oxygen that could damage fruit 
flavours. The pressed wine then goes into a tank for a 
few days to settle out most of the solids, and is then 
transferred by gravity (the winery is built on three 
separate levels to minimize pumping) to oak barrels, and 
left for 12-18 months. The wine usually starts the 
second, or malo-lactic fermentation towards the end of 
alcoholic fermentation, but stops when the weather gets 
cold, and restarts in November or December. This 
converts malic acid to lactic acid. After 18 months the 
wine is completely stable. It is then pumped into another 
barrel, to leave behind any sediment (racking), a small 
amount of sulphur dioxide is added to preserve the 
freshness of the wine, and it is pumped up to the middle 
section of the winery for bottling and packaging. 
 
The wine is all sold under the Nagorcka’s Hochkirch or 
Tarrington label, mainly to Melbourne and Sydney, two 
thirds into restaurants, and one third to retailers. The 
Biodynamic Marketing Company also sells a 
considerable amount for them. 
 
Broadacre Farming 
John and Jenny run merino sheep for wool and some 
crossbreds for fat lambs, 12 head of cattle and some 
pigs. They crop between 20 and 50 acres each year, 
mainly to clean up and re-sow paddocks and to provide 
oats for pigs and sheep and wheat for poultry. The only 
fertilizer inputs they have used in 12 years are one 



application of guano and one of reactive rock phosphate, 
both on crops. John noted the effectiveness of the 
Rehabilitator plough with tusk rollers in pushing in 
heavy stubble and mixing it with soil in preparation for a 
crop. It is much more effective, and results in higher 
yields than, for instance, a mouldboard plough, which 
just covers up the stubble 
 
Sheep are a difficult proposition to manage 
Biodynamically in this cool wet climate, without 
chemical worm drenches. Firstly, only locally bred 
sheep succeed here as they need a high grease content in 
their wool to shed water quickly. From these local 
sheep, it took the Nagorckas quite a few years to breed a 
worm resistant flock. Even then, it is necessary to rotate 
cattle ahead of the sheep (allowing a few weeks 
recovery for the pasture after the cattle leave) to clean up 
sheep worm eggs, and to provide suitable mineral licks 
for the sheep so they can remain healthy and productive 
without drenching. Cropping also leaves a clean worm- 
free stubble for sheep to graze. Any young weaners that 
need drenching are treated with neem oil or some other 
natural product. In some years, a few that are still not 
doing well are chemically drenched, quarantined and 
sold off conventionally. 
 

 
Large Black boar, “Romulus” 

 
The Nagorckas keep Large Black pigs, a rare breed. At 
the moment they only have a boar and one sow, who 
rears three litters of 10 piglets every year. Large Blacks 
have large ears that cover their eyes, and are very happy, 
manageable and good–natured pigs. They were 
commonly used as orchard pigs in the UK, cleaning up 
windfalls and eating the grass. They are fed whole oats 
that have been soaked in water for a few days, and have 
begun to ferment a little. A pregnant sow will get about 
15 litres of this a day. Their only other feed is as much 
grass as they want to graze, any acorns that fall from the 
many oak trees on the farm, and a few vegetable scraps. 
If Large Blacks are over-fed on grains they can easily 
become too fat. The pigs are confined with ringlock, and 
trained to an electric wire at the bottom when they are 
young. After this they don’t try to get through the 
fences. 

The pigs are sold locally, at six months, dressing out to 
40-45kg. John and Jenny kill one larger pig for 
themselves  each year at 8-9 months, dressing out to 80-
100kg, and make Italian style sausages, bacon, and some 
prosciutto. 
 

 
Ten healthy piglets 

 

 
Piglets in the vineyard – they don’t do any damage 

 
John and Jenny are very happy with Biodynamic 
farming. John:  
 
“It makes any sort of farming so much more interesting 
because you become a participant in the great cycle of 
nature rather than an applicator of factory-based 
products. Farmers’ children see this. They see their 
parents using chemicals and working in a way that is, in 
many ways, detrimental to the environment and not 
particularly fulfilling for the individual either, and 
they’re often turned off by that. Farmers who are doing 
that probably get to a point where they don’t notice it 
anymore. I think, in general, BD farmers are far happier 
about what they’re doing, they enjoy it. Farming 
becomes an enjoyable challenge. Kids see that too, they 
see the excitement that can generate.” 
 


