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ack in 2004, when Indianapolis 
resident Tony Leaderbrand and his 
wife and parents acquired the land 
that was to become Owen Val-
ley Winery, one of the first items 
on the to-do list was to plant 250 
persimmon trees. Tony had the 
idea that persimmon wine would 
have a distinctly southern Indiana 
appeal — a bouquet that would 
pair perfectly with the vineyard’s 
rural Owen County locale.

Three and a half acres of grape-
vines planted that same year have 

yielded many a bottle of wine since then. The Steuben grapes 
shine in a sweet wine called Valley Blush, the Traminette in the 
semi-sweet Harvest Moon. And the ensuing years have seen steady 
growth for the winery operated by Tony and his wife, Jo Anna, 
along with his parents, Preston and Bonnie Leaderbrand. 

But persimmon trees take longer than grapevines to mature. 
Decades longer.

“I’ll probably never see them in production,” he says, “be-
cause persimmon trees grow really slow. It’s a really dense wood, 
and it takes many years for them to get to an age to produce.”

So in the meantime, every fall he places an ad in the paper of-
fering to buy persimmons from local folks. By bucket and shoe-
box, people from all over the region bring in their fruit, which 
the winery buys by the pound. 

Toward the end of last year’s season, one of the elderly women 
who’d brought him several shoe boxes of persimmons told him: “This 
is the last you’ll see of me. I got enough to replace the tires on my car.”

When it comes to running a winery, the Leaderbrand family 
appreciates the value of hard work … and solar power 

Tony, the son of a coal miner, worked his way up at Roche 
Diagnostics without benefit of a college degree. He’s proud of his 
blue-collar roots and the values of hard work and thrift modeled 
by his parents. So the memory of this exchange takes on a spe-
cial significance. He still gets a charge out of talking about that 
“little old lady” and her shoe boxes full of native fruit.

“How cool is that?” he says. “There is nothing cooler than 
that. I had no idea that we would be able to do that for the pub-
lic. I had no idea that it would mean so, so much.”

To the Leaderbrands, keeping money circulating in the local 
economy is not the icing on the cake. It’s practically the whole 
banquet. Though they do bottle wines from California grapes, 
roughly 70 percent of the fruit used in their product comes from 
local sources. (They round out their persimmon needs by buying 
in quantity from Aleta Crowe, a Green County farmer.) 

And it isn’t just the wine. They serve Rice’s Quality Farm 
Meats at their tastings, offer locally roasted coffee beans from 
Dragonfly Farms, and sell Nate’s Candy Jar sweets in their shop. 
From May through October, local musicians are lined up to 
perform every second Saturday on the deck. And the walls of 
the tasting room feature a rotating display of artwork from the 
Owen County Art Guild.  

Aleta Crowe says all this magnifies the winery’s community 
impact. “Tony’s obviously very locally minded and concerned 
about being good to the people who are his neighbors and 
friends and acquaintances,” she says.

The impact extends well beyond this one establishment. As the 
vineyard developed, Tony perceived a gap in local tourism efforts. 
“I kept getting this vibe that there’s no effort around trying to bring 
everyone together and do this task collectively,” he remembers. 

So in 2012 he hosted a meeting of area mom-and-pop busi-
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nesses to talk about the possibilities. The response was over-
whelming: “We just packed the place,” he recalls. A hospitality 
initiative called Tour Owen Valley arose out of that meeting.

Now everyone works together on cross-promotion of Owen 
County’s attractions. Whenever a local business hosts a special 
event, the restaurants and art guild and small shops are invited 
to participate. A retiree has begun printing a newsletter called 
Tour Owen Valley Times that tells the story of the county’s heri-
tage, culture and natural beauty.

Spencer resident Angie Lawson says Tony was “pretty fun-
damental” in drawing the group together. She believes Owen 
Valley Winery has put the county on the map in the viticultural 
arena. She’s Owen County’s chief deputy auditor and first got to 
know the family when Preston initially came into the auditor’s 
office to discuss plans to build a winery. 

About the Leaderbrands, she says, “They’re good people, and 
they really care about the community. Tony doesn’t actually live 
down here but probably spends 95 percent of his time here.”

For his part, Tony insists, “It’s not about a winery. It’s about 
changing a community. It’s been about evolving a community 
into being more sustainable.”

That evolution started with ensuring the business itself was 
sustainable. The family worked steadily over several years to lay 
the groundwork for a tourism destination that now is one of the 
anchors of the local economy. 

They took their time and built the business thoughtfully. 
The two-year search for just the right spot began when Preston 
and Bonnie came out of early retirement. As Tony tells it, after a 
lifetime of hard work, they found retirement a bit dull. So they 
talked to him about starting a new venture, and Tony suggested 
viticulture, thinking of the California wineries he and Jo Anna 
had enjoyed touring. Eventually, the Leaderbrands found the 
pristine piece of land in rural Owen County that they would 
shape into a vineyard. 

Starting in 2004 they began slowly transforming the barn 
on the property into a production facility and tasting room that 
draws growing numbers of visitors every year. 

The family’s work ethic served them well. By doing the work 
themselves, they were able to avoid taking on any debt. “We own 
everything a hundred percent,” he says.

They further saved money by repurposing salvaged materials 
in the construction. Much of the structure and framing wood 
came from a construction company’s castoffs. They incorporated 
French doors from a hospital remodeling. The bar top was made 
from a piece of oak that Tony’s grandfather, a lifelong tinkerer 
and collector, had kept for some unknown purpose. 

Even the bathroom has a story: “I stopped at a church yard 
sale to purchase a toilet, and all I had was a check to pay,” Tony 
says. “So he asked for both of us to pray for the young men’s 
program at the center (instead of) money. So we did.”

At the time he was still at Roche, but every spare moment 
was spent with his dad, framing, wiring and plumbing the place. 
“Weekends I’d go down and swing hammers,” he remembers. 
Many of his corporate friends and colleagues helped out, seeming 
to live vicariously through his dream. His two sons, Connor and 
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Solar energy makes them stand out, but even more so, says 
Angie, “I think it’s their passion for what they’re doing.”

The clientele responds to that. Tony says his customers, 
whether regulars or just passing through, are invariably “the 
nicest people.” He attributes that to the fact that he’s marketing 
an agricultural product. The people who seek out a small vintner 
like Owen Valley Winery are looking for an experience not un-
like a farmers market.

He also feels that many folks in the community are pleased with 
Owen Valley’s success precisely because it’s not what many think of 
when they think “winery.” It’s not a hoity-toity place at all. 

He has found the community’s embrace to be one of the most 
rewarding aspects of the business. “It’s like a personal achieve-
ment for so many people, because we are blue-collar workers at 
our core,” he explains. “We’re country.”

“I think the people in our arena root us on, they push us up, 
support us. I can’t tell you how good that feels.”  *FI

Owen Valley Winery 
491 Timber Ridge Road, Spencer
(812) 828-0883
www.owenvalleywinery.com

Tivoli Theatre Tasting room 
28 N. Washington St., Spencer

Cody, now 17 and 21 respectively, also had a hand in the project. 
In June 2011 they were finally ready to open their doors with 

cooperage (wine storage) of 1,700 gallons. By 2013, Tony decided 
it was time for his tenure at Roche to end. At that time, their 
cooperage was up to 12,000 gallons, with a loyal customer base 
and a steady stream of out-of-towners. 

Angie Lawson is one of the winery’s regulars. “In spring and sum-
mer,” she says, “it’s a blast. We go out after work and spend a couple 
hours with friends having a glass of wine (and) listening to music.”

Behind the scenes, the pruning and harvesting duties are shared 
among the family, and they’ve been known to invite customers like 
Angie to help with bottling. (Once a state representative stopped by 
for some glad-handing on a day when Tony was working alone on 
crushing two tons of zinfandel grapes. “I had no idea who he was,” 
Tony remembers, and recounts how he handed the politician a 
shovel, putting him to work despite his suit and tie.)

Beyond the teamwork, each partner has a niche. Preston 

takes responsibility for infrastructure and grounds manage-
ment, and Bonnie manages events and décor. Tony (unofficial 
title: “chief executive wino”) does bookkeeping, permitting and 
various HR and operations tasks. 

Jo Anna, meanwhile, is the sophisticated palate behind the 
wines bottled at Owen Valley. While continuing to work in a 
demanding role operating an adult day care, she spends her 
extra time ensuring that only top-notch quality products are 
sold. From the assertive bourbon barrel-aged Persimmon Bold 
to the Valley Red made with Indiana Concord grapes, from the 
traditional Syrah to the fruity plum wine, there’s a lot to love 
about the result.

“It’s good stuff,” says Angie. “I haven’t found any I didn’t like.”
Last year was a particularly busy year: Cook Group invited 

the family to open a second tasting room at the restored his-
toric Tivoli Theatre in downtown Spencer. The winery was also 
requested to be on the Indiana Uplands Wine Trail, an honor 
extended to six other winemakers in south central Indiana. 

And in September, Mann Plumbing MPI Solar of Bloom-
ington designed and installed a solar photovoltaic (PV) system, 
with 34 panels atop the winery’s machine shed.

Renewable Energy for America Program, managed by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Rural Development Office, awarded 
the winery a grant for $10,000 to help offset the $40,000 price tag. 

The remainder of the funding came from Preston. “One of the 
things my dad had always wanted to do (was to) get off the grid,” 
Tony explains. So he loaned the business $30,000 toward that goal.

Now some 65 percent of the facility’s energy needs are met 
by this installation, and the winery is leading the way among its 
peers in this commitment to renewable energy. “We are the only 
winery in the Midwest that is running on solar,” Tony says. 

The projected return on investment is 15 years. But it’s as much 
about education as it is the money, says Tony. Their mission is to 
distinguish the winery by these efforts and to make the process of 
switching to renewable energy as transparent as possible.

Tony Leaderbrand views 
the output of his solar 
photovoltaic (PV) system, 
with 34 panels atop the 
winery’s machine shed.


