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Napa Valley pruning contest honors vineyard workers
MARIA SESTITO msestito@napanews.com  Feb 3, 2018 Updated Feb 4, 2018

YOUNTVILLE — Napa Valley farmworkers had the opportunity to demonstrate their pruning skills and earn the
title of “champion” during the 17th annual Napa County Pruning Contest at Beringer Vineyard’s Gamble Ranch on
Saturday.

This was the first time that the contest has been held on a Saturday, which gave families the opportunity to come
and join in the festivities, said Jennifer Putnam, executive director of the Napa Valley Grapegrowers. Usually, she
said, the contest bleeds into the work day.

“Almost all of the winners had their families there cheering them on,” Putnam said. Being able to see the depth of
their appreciation was something she’d never experienced before at the pruning contest, she said.

BUY NOWFinalist and fourth place winner Ruben Rueda prunes vines while Alejandro Alvarez and Maxime

Vandendriessche keep time during the 17th annual Napa County Pruning Contest at Beringer

Vineyard’s Gamble Ranch on Saturday.
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When Fabiola Rojas Martinez of Bayview Vineyards was named the winner amongst the female contestants, her
family, friends and coworkers cheered with pride and took out their cell phones to capture the moment. Rojas
hugged each one she passed as she walked to take her place on the winner’s podium. When she stepped up, she
threw her right arm in the air in celebration.

Even though this was her first year competing in the pruning contest, she knew she was going to win, she said.

“I’m confident in what I do,” Rojas said in Spanish. And, she said, she had inspiration.

Rojas’ younger sister, Gabriela Rojas, died in childbirth two years ago. Gabriela was a supervisor at Bayview
Vineyards and was always a source of motivation for her. Rojas said that, during the competition, it felt like
Gabriela was with her.

Rojas has been working in the vineyards for 11 years.

The winner of the men’s competition, David Aguilar of Edcora Vineyards, said that he knew he was going to win
this year. This was his third year participating in the contest, but the first time he has won.

“This year I was not too nervous,” Aguilar said. It’s difficult having the timers watching you as you work, he said,
but this time it didn’t bother him. “I’ve (been) practicing pruning,” he said.

Aguilar has been working in the vineyards for four years.

Brenda Gonzalez’s husband works with Aguilar, so the whole family was there to watch him win.

“It’s very fun,” Gonzalez said. She was happy that Aguilar won and, she said, she and the children enjoyed the
food. Her daughter, Melanie, was busy making wreaths out of freshly cut vines with some of the other children
much of the day.
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Ruben Rueda, 32, of Pimentel Vineyard Management thought that he had a good shot of getting first place despite
it being his first time in the contest. He ended up coming in fourth.

“It went pretty well,” he said in Spanish. Rueda said that he was excited to be in the contest this year because he
enjoys his work and likes the competition.

The pruners are judged on speed and quality. They need to work on five vines, leaving one spur and two buds
behind. The average time it takes for finalists to complete the work is between one and a half and two minutes.

There were a total of 114 male contestants and 25 female contestants this year. Last year, when the competition
was held on a rainy Wednesday, there were 86 contestants in the men’s division and 18 in the women’s.

The contest is hosted by the Napa Valley Grapegrowers and the Napa Valley Farmworker Foundation.

Winners:

Men's division:

1st: David Aguilar, Edcora Vineyards

2nd: Ramon Buenostro Hernandez, Walsh Vineyard Management

3rd: Eliceo Lopez, Farm Napa Valley

4th: Ruben Rueda, Pimentel Vineyard Management 

Women's division:

1st: Fabiola Rojas Martinez, Bayview Vineyards

2nd: Gabriela Castillo, Rudd Winery

3rd: Alma Sanchez, Renteria

4th: Marlene Quintana, Renteria

MORE INFORMATION
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Winter takes a break in Napa Valley, producing warm, sunny days

Vineyard owners given new resources for controlling erosion into the Napa River
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