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To visit Wolfgang Rougle at Twining Tree Farm inspires 
awe. There, in the dry, oak-dotted foothills of the coast 

range west of Cottonwood, is evidence of the first several 
years of her vocation as a first generation farmer, and she’s 
proud of it. Shoppers at Saturday Redding Farmers’ Market 
know her neatly packaged, sometimes unusual produce, 
distinguishable from others’ partly by the hand-lettered half 
sheets that accompany it. These sheets identify the product by 
both its common and scientific name, often include botanical 
drawings, and suggest uses or recipes for the produce—they 
embody the attention, the knowledge, and, yes, the artful love 
Wolfgang brings to farming.

Given her devotion, it’s not surprising that, this winter, 
Wolfgang embarks on a venture in Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA), offering subscribers a box of organic 
produce each week. The produce will be harvested mostly 
from Twining Tree Farm, with weekly additions of fruit from 
farms within 60 miles of Cottonwood: Round Mountain 
apples, persimmons from Happy Valley, citrus from Orland. 
“It’s ridiculous that there’s no farmers’ market in Redding 
through the winter,” she says.

Strange as it may seem in a profit-driven world, Wolfgang 
is not thinking about her income when she makes this 
comment. Rather, she’s thinking about what it means to 
farm sustainably in the blue oak savannah of the coast 
range foothills and the fertile flatlands of the Sacramento 
River Valley. She’s thinking of biodiversity of crops, soil rich 

with life, deep roots that conserve water. Here, she knows, 
sustainable farming cannot rely on irrigation from rivers 
or pumped ground water. Rather, farmers must rely on 
rainwater—and that means farming in the winter months and 
honoring soil creatures’ natural tendency to aestivate during 
hot, dry summers.

Learning about aestivation was one of my awe-inspiring 
moments at Twining Tree Farm. I thought Wolfgang 
misspoke when she said, “Our winter runs from July to the 
first rain,” but indeed, she meant to call those four to five 
months winter, for that is the season of aestivation.

Aestivation, from aestas, summer (as hibernation derives 
from hibernus, wintry), refers to a dormancy living creatures 
invoke to survive hot, dry spells in climates such as ours. 
Because Wolfgang’s farming practices attend to both the soil’s 
fertility and its structure, she wants those soil creatures to 
be naturally active, so crucial is their activity to healthy soil. 
In moving to winter production, her practices honor the 
seasonality of those creatures and northern California rains.

Water conservation at Twining Tree Farm is really 
remarkable, and it’s central to Wolfgang’s farming practice. 
She has measured the amount of water the farm uses—
pumped solely by the farm’s solar panels— at less than an 
acre-foot per year, including household use and production of 
fifteen CSA boxes weekly. To put that in perspective, it’s less 
than what two average California households use just for their 
own needs. Yet, according to Wolfgang, she’s pumping too 
much water. To better conform to her conservation ethic, she’s 
developing systems to harvest and store rainwater in tanks and 
in an earthen pond adjacent to the garden.

With Twining Tree Farm’s transition to winter gardening, 
the fifteen Redding-area families who subscribe to her CSA 
program will receive a bounty of produce, 80 percent of it 
grown at Twining Tree Farm: root crops like carrots, turnips, 
sunchokes, radishes, and beets; greens like kale, chard, 
broccoli greens, dandelion greens, bok choy, lettuces, beet 
greens, in both salad and braising mixes; winter squash; 
kohlrabi; fennel; onions; potatoes (if winter is not too wet). 
They’ll also receive sundried tomatoes, apricots, and garlic 
from summer’s crop. They’ll receive teas or culinary herbs 
each week and those fresh fruit treats she’s sourced locally. In 
mid-February, if the strawberries produce like last year, fresh 
strawberries will grace the boxes.

This bounty results from her farming practices. The quarter 
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acre in production lies, counter-intuitively, on a north-
facing slope. There, soil nutrients are rich from decomposed 
oak leaves and lichen, and there, due to the north slope’s 
cooler soil temperatures, soil critters enjoy an extra month 
annually to work their microbial magic on soil structure. To 
this natural base, Wolfgang adds some tilling and plenty of 
compost produced on the farm. She plants bio-intensively in 
raised beds, usually open-pollinated, heirloom varieties, and 
uses no genetically modified seeds or seedlings. She plants 
four close rows on each raised bed, all mulched organically 
and all revitalized by cover crops after harvest.

“I wish you could have seen this one impressive bed,” she 
said, her eyes gleaming. “I sowed peas and then watched and 
watched. For a month nothing came up. ‘Oh, forget it,’ I 
finally said. I planted four more rows, kohlrabi, Napa lettuce, 
200 bok choy, 100 black-seeded Simpson lettuce—and then 
all the peas came up! Talk about bio-intensive!”

Many of these rows are tented with a row cover made 
of spun polymer. The cover keeps the plants four degrees 
warmer, creates a humid micro-climate for the veggies (the 
cover adds a day to her irrigation interval even in summer), 
and, like window screening, keeps out the bugs. “The only 
pest problem that I really have that I can’t solve by row cover 
is aphids, mostly in the perennial vegetables, where the insects 
build up.” Her solution? “I spend a day cutting out the insect-
infected parts, and I spray with a solution of Dr. Bronner’s 
Peppermint Soap—no chemical perfumes and way cheaper 
than commercial soaps marketed as organic pesticides.”

A peek under the row cover reveals that humid climate 
and the many tiny green frogs inhabiting it. I ask if they eat 
the insect pests, and Wolfgang says they do, but they’re not 
specialists, so they eat good and bad insects both. “But the 
frogs are a good sign,” she says. “They’re so sensitive a species, 
they signal the health of the ecosystem.”

Wolfgang’s commitment to farming sustainably puts her 
square in the history of CSA. A 2004 article written for the 
Rodale Institute traces the inception of CSA programs in 
the United States to 1986, in the northeast, when a farm in 
Massachusetts and one in New Hampshire both initiated 
subscription programs. These farms were responding to the 
growing biodynamic tradition in Europe and Rudolf Steiner’s 
notions of world economy, where producer and consumer are 
personally connected because of their mutual interests. For 
a farm, the article points out, two questions arise. Wolfgang 
is definitely committed to assuring the answers to the first 
question, “What are the actual needs of the land?” The second 
question is, “What are the needs of the people involved in this 
enterprise?”

For the people involved, the Twining Tree Farm CSA 
program seems very generous indeed. Weekly boxes can be 
had at the modest cost of $24/week, and while discounts are 

available to those who pay up front for the whole season, 
subscribers can pay week by week. With a few days’ notice, 
Wolfgang will hold delivery if subscribers are out of town. 
Subscribers can also drop out entirely. Wolfgang will deliver 
the boxes to a central location in Redding (with a free 
subscription to the drop-off location). She’s convinced that 
delivery to a central location will use less gasoline than if she 
were delivering to each subscriber, whose daily activities likely 
occur close to the central drop-off point in any event.

Her subscribers, Wolfgang says, will need to be 
adventurous, eager to allow the contents of the weekly box 
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to aid their menu planning and 
expand their food repertoire: 
“You’ll never know quite what 
you’re going to get, and you may 
get some produce you’ve never 
seen.” Subscribing is also an 
adventure in farming. Her website 
says it well: “When you join any 
CSA, you are buying a ‘share’ 
of the farm, and you get what is 
available.  Sometimes it’s a little 
meager, sometimes it’s a bonanza, 
and sometimes it’s a bunch of 
crazy heirlooms you’ve never 
even heard of before!” Thus, the 
adventurous receipt of “a quirky 
little pie-slice of your local farm 
landscape.”

But I think there’s more to the 
adventure, too. Michael Pollan, 
in In Defense of Food, his sequel to 
The Ominvore’s Dilemma, speaks 
of the necessity to “shake the 
hand that feeds you.” Shaking 
the farmer’s hand and eating the 
farmer’s food—supporting the 
farmer—makes us co-producers of 
the effects of the farming practices: 

in our small but essential way, we 
enable the farm. Subscribing to a 
CSA program, he advocates, is one 
way to enter into co-production.

As I shake this particular 
farmer’s hand, I think about her 
farming philosophy and practice, 
and also about her disposition of 
intense and appreciative attention. 
I was particularly awed when, 
in talking about aphid control, 
Wolfgang asked if I knew the 
hover fly, also known as the 
flower fly and the Syrphid fly. 
“They look like bees drinking at 
a flower’s nectar, and their larvae 
are voracious aphid eaters, the first 
spring aphid eater.” She continued, 
“The larva are these tiny little, 
beautiful, beautiful, crenellated, 
brightly colored, alligator-like 
things. They’re so gorgeous.” She 
looked pensive. “I guess you’d have 
to call them maggots, because 
they’re fly larvae. . . .

“But they’re so beautiful and 
regal.”1

seed-saVinG: tomato seeds
Something to do with those late-season 
tomatoes! According the Wolfgang, saving 
tomato seeds is one of the best ways to get into 
seed-saving because it’s so easy.

Use really ripe, delicious tomatoes (not 
hybrids). You can even eat the flesh.

Squeeze the seeds and pulp into a cup and 
add water until you’ve doubled the volume.

Leave the cup on the counter, and stir the 
contents occasionally. Mold will form on the 
top as the solution ferments. Fermentation 
is good, as it will destroy the germination 
inhibitors on the seed coat, and you’ll get better 
germination from the seeds.

If the solution starts to dry out, add water; 
keep it soupy.

Some of the seeds will fall to the bottom of 
the cup. Once this happens, pour off the soup. 
You’ll lose a lot of the seeds, but don’t worry. 
Those lighter seeds don’t have a lot of germ 
plasm, so they’re not good seeds to save anyway.

Spread the seeds from the bottom of the cup 
on a paper towel or between a couple of layers 
of paper towel. Let them dry, then flick them 
off with your thumbnail. Store them in a dry 
jar until ready to plant.

details
To learn more about Twining 
Tree Farm, visit the website at 
twiningtreefarm.wordpress.
com. If you’re interested in 
subscribing to the CSA or 
being the drop-off point for 
weekly box deliveries, contact 
Wolfgang at 530.721.0164 or 
twiningtreefarm@yahoo.com.


