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I'm nt stre exaetll wbat category Jobtt Hoffnat fx into bat be epitoniqx tbe earth tutder. In I 949, Joh ail his
vfe, Mmgme| bolght the twe@ sone acn 'farm" on Silaerado Trail lohn treated the land as if it aere bis sacnd
gif: st t$ting uhat trees to plafi;fttdittg a wordetful diuerse gro4 of fitit trns to planr in tbe openfulds; nurt*ing
tlte sold b*t also belietirg in tlte natual clcle of tbings; hfiing natue take itu cotrse. For mon tltan 501ears, John
pifi bis flrife, Margaret, b1 his side, bas loaing! tended tbis piece of land tbat non, nmains as on oJ tbe last fatms
oPen lo the ptbfic.

Owr tbelcars, se*ral generatiors haue mme lo tbe Hoffman Farm to pick apples axd pears anl otber assortedfruits.
Tbc childrer of or Vallry haae learuedfirst ha,td fl)hat ;t it t0 see the bon! of utun; to be pa* oJ tbe circle oJ the

Jood chain.

Joh ba: laken ewry o?portilrriu to ltiliqe hb workiry orga c jow to teach. An acthn member of tbe Master
Cmdcnr's program, be has also plt together hislears of experiera and harning inlo a book on tnes in the N@a
Vallg. He ir ou of ou mmmrliry heaxns who has worleed lo 1>rotect ou httd atd to giw the rich reso*rces pe hold
lbc rctpccl ard care tbqy are dae. For lbis ffetiae nmnitne , I uotld kke to uminate olr out John like Mr. Mdr
bcfon bin.

Preserving and Protecting a Natural Landscape & Habitat

4. Cultural landscapes. The study, preservation or restoration
of a natural or man-made landscape environment having
particular historical significance, whether through its integral
contribution to the context of a qualified property or district, or
in its own right.
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The 23-acre Hoffman Farm is perhaps the last non-grape producing agricultural
concern of what was in 1851 the 6,652-acre Juan Antonio Vallejo rancho. Through the
years, the land subdivided and was owned by many whose names recall Napa's pioneer
history such as George Grisgby (1857) and Felix Borreo (1875). Located on Silverado Trail
several hundred yards north of Trancas Street, the farm today stretches west to the Napa
River.

John and Margaret Hoffman bought the spread from Paul and Frank Rossi in 1949 and
raised their four children there on farm-fresh eggs and goats' milk. Except for their current
home, which the Hoffmans built in 1982, the original house and farm buildings today remain
much as they were constructed in the 1 880s (most likely by Boreo, who arrived in the 1860s
and operated a grocery concern out of the 1887 stone building still standing on the northwest
corner of Soscol and Third streets in Napa).

ln 1949, 17 acres were in prunes; one acre in cherries; one acre in Bartlett pears, and
some in wheat. The Hoffmans soon gave up wheat, put in vegetables and produced loose
hay for their own livestock.

But while farming was their passion, it wasn't always a sufficient living, and John went to
work at Mare lsland Naval Shipyard for a time. An arborist, John later went to work as a
landscape specialist for the City of South San Francisco in 1966, and the farm became a
working weekend getaway. The crops were tended by others but always under John and
Margaret's supervision.



Working the Farm in l95l-2

Clockwise from top left Oldest children lf,/ah and Maian Hoffnan ride on a stack of empfl pear lugs,

wbile second daugbter, Helen, helped tend tbe uegetable stand at the side of the circa 1 880s farmhouse.

John Hoffman (left) and hired barud John Traaerso work the prunes.

The Hoffmans marketed their prunes through Sunsweet, but when that company
shutdown its Napa operations in the 1970s, the Hoffmans replanted most of their orchards
with an English walnut variety known as Hartley, which was first developed on the Harfley
Ranch on Napa's Big Ranch Road.

The Hoffmans retired fulltime to their properg in 1981 and the wholesale operation became
a retail concem, with much of the farm's produce sold direct to the public from roadside
stands. The Hoffmans were integral in forming Napa County Farming Trails, lnc., and it was
with regret at waning interest by other farmerc that John moved to dissolve the corporation in
2003.



Margaret u)AS lnce known as "tbe mr,tm mom" as she marketed ber chrysantbemums. Toda3t, the commercial

aegetable garden and the chrysanthemurils are gune but Margaret still cans and exhibits at localfairs. Tbe ribbons

on displry in tbe ytail produce stand are but afew tbat she bas won oaer tbelears.

roda.,,,)l;,I:Y;'r:li#,'#';;:;;:;l';'i,*fr ,r,.rhens

The public is welcome to pick pears, prunes and apples in August, and walnuts in October.

Pickings are weighed at the shed a stonel throwfrom tlte barn.

Tbe Hoffnans don'tfollow the State of Californial program to be certified organic, although minimal chemical use

and a dependencl on dry farming techniques render tbeir crops as close to nature as it gets.



ln days gone by, the Hoffmans led
4-H groups and some still visit now
to look at John's bonsai. Today, this
master gardener brings out other
master gardeners for training on
planting and pruning fruit trees. His
Irees of the Napa Valleywas published
in 2002 by the University of California
Cooperative Extension, Napa County
Master Gardeners, and is available
through local bookstores.

The public is welcome to pick pears, prunes and apples in August, and walnuts in October.
Pickings are weighed at the shed a stone's throw from the barn, which today houses the 1955
Caterpillar tractor youngest son Andy Hoffman uses to till the orchards.

The alluvial soil is mostly clay loam and is excellent for the dry farming that the Hoffmans
practice, despite putting in a 350-foot wel! some years ago.

The onginal redwoodfarmhouse dates to the 1880s

when Felix Borreo owned the spread.

The additioru at the rear is mlre modern and,

unlike the older part of the bouse,

was actualfu constructed using studs.

Look around and the 19s century is still very much in evidence. Most everything is of
unpainted redwood, including the still functioning outhouse. The 1880s house was constructed
without studs: vertical standing 1" x12" redwood planks served as the underpinnings. John
has replaced with concrete the rubble and brick foundations of the old house and barn, but
the buildings otherwise retain their original appearance. Antiquated farm machinery of a
vintage olderthan the Hoffmans' 55-yeartenancy dots the farmyard, lending nostalgic ambience
to the place.



A aiew of thefarmlardfrom the main track lookingeast.

The shed where the prunes were heaped to sweat is on the left.

Tbe utilitlt shed where tbe Hoffmans slept weekends while working the farm is on tbe right.

Down the lane from the house and past the retail shed and barn are other 1880s farm
buildings, including the shed where the Hoffrnans once bunked on working weekends and the
shed opposite that served for prune storage during that part of cultivation known as "sweating."
Further down the lane, the kilnlike structure, where prunes were soaked in lye baths before
being laid out on the orchard floor to sun dry still stands.

Abundant roses and persimmon, pomegranate, quince and other fruit trees (there's even
a jujube standing sentinel over the outhouse) shade this oasis. A legacy for their nine
grandchildren and 12 great-grandchildren, the Hoffrnan Farm is truly a treasure the community
should cherish for years to come.

- l-eslie Erickson - $ril 27, 2004



John Hoffnan stands infront of the circa 1880s thed ybich bound bis prunes as tbE 'tn eated."

-1 look at the fomdatiot (below) of lhe same btilding is risual ersidence that l9n ce ury fartters didn't aluay put
a permament forndation uder their stntctures. Duirg the Hofnans' 551ear stewardship of tbe land,

thel did replaa sinilar s p?orlr der tbe barr andfarmhotse aith new corurete fourdationt.

&



Clockwise ftom top left The weatbered redwoodfarm structures are pret[t
in sping under the shade of uarious-f*it arud nut trees. Thompson Seedless

grapes ran along an arbor at the rear of the barn (aboae). Elsewhere oru the

2) acres, blackberry patches, botb cultiaated and wild, abound. The barnfloor
was on/1 dirt when idirug horses boarded there. Todall, the concrete-floored

barn bouses the 1955 Caterpillar tractor thatloungest son, AudJ, uses to till
tbe orchards. A iujube tree, akin to a Chinese date palm, sbades tbe outbouse
(below), which stillfunrtions todalfor tbose aisitors haruesting

their own pickings in summer andfall. Once lugs of prunes

were dipped in fie baths in the kiln-like structure (below left)
beJ'ore being spread oru the ground to sun dry.



Matgatet and John Hoffman

Tbe lobn Deere tractor was afttingfoilfor recent Cltristnas greetings (aboue).

The couple stands before a beautiful English walnut oruApril 27, 2004.



Stewards of the Land

h 1851, Juan Anbnio Vallejo oryned a 6,652-€cre spread in the Napa Valley. The land was subdivided many
hes ouerlhe ensuing century. Today, the Hofrmans' 23 acres may well be the last non-vineyad uorking f,arm
d 0is orE Yast agri:ultural fact The Hoffrnans see themselves as stewards of the land. John and eldest
daehEr, llathn, cornpiled A Deed of Trud: A Histoty d the Hoffman Farm in 1 991 . Madan researched title back
blheradlodays:

185ft Juan Antonio Valleio
1853: Martin Fiscus
1854: Justus Struver

1855: Francis Schultz
1856: Chatles W. Plass
1856: William Seawell
1857:

1858:
George Grigsby

George W. Crowey
1875: Felix Borreo

1883: Geotge and Michael Bernhard
1929: Paul and Frank Rossi

1949: ]ohn andMargatet Hoffman

this book is tbe proper't1 of
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Napa County Landmarks wasfounded in 1974 to
Pmnok preseraation and communitjt appreciation of irreplaceable bistoic buitdings and sites in Napa Countl;

Pntide communist educational programs, public policjt adaocaclt and dirert tucbnical seruices;

Protect a liuing record of tbe pastforfuture genemtions.

Dottie Nettle, a former colleague of John Hoffman's, did the front cover illustration many years ago.
It shows a water tower that has since blown down. The Hoffmans possess the origina! tine art.


