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mexican influence

Five other top 
Mexican imports
Reynaldo Robledo,
owner of Robledo Family WInery
Robledo learned to prune grapevines 
at the age of 16, and went on to start 
his own vineyard management 
company in Sonoma and, later, 
Robledo Family Winery. His nine 
children are involved in the business – 
except for daughter Vanessa, who is 
president and partner in Black Coyote 
Chateau Winery, Napa Valley.

Efren DeHaro,
associate winemaker at Hourglass
Mexican immigrant Efren DeHaro came to 
Napa Valley aged 16, following other family 
members, and worked at Markham Vineyards 
in St Helena for three decades, eventually 
becoming head of production. DeHaro 
recently left Markham to become the associate 
winemaker at cult Napa producer Hourglass, 
with winemaker Bob Foley.

Sal Godinez,
winemaker at Vine Hill WInery
Sal Godinez is another Michoacan native, 
who arrived in Santa Barbara County as a 
teen, in 1980, and picked crops. By 1985, he 
was working as a gardener at Freemark 
Abbey winery in Napa Valley. Godinez was 
promoted from the garden to the cellar, and 
was on the winemaking team at Freemark 
Abbey until 1996, when he joined Carneros 
Pinot Noir producer Saintsbury. Since 2005, 
Godinez has been the winemaker at Vine Hill. 

Bulmaro Montes,
owner of Marita’s Vineyard
Mexico native Bulmaro Montes was 
the longtime Joseph Phelps Vineyard 
manager, who guided the Napa 
winery to success with its Insignia 
Bordeaux-style red blend and Backus 
Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon. In 

2003, he started Marita’s 
Vineyard, producing 

high-end, small-lot 
Cabernet 

Sauvignons of 
impressive quality.

Hector Bedolla, owner of consultancy Grape Wise
Hector Bedolla, the California-born son of a Mexican-

American farmworker, managed Sonoma County 
vineyards for 25 years. In 2010, he started his own 

consultancy, Grape Wise. ‘Hispanic parents teach 
the importance of education,’ says Bedolla, the 
first Hispanic president of the Sonoma County 

Grape Growers Association. ‘They teach us not to be 
afraid of hard work, and to tackle problems head-on.’

land in Napa’s Carneros region, and traded future 
grape production to Domaine Chandon for vines. 

They now make impeccable Chardonnays, Pinot 
Noirs and other wines from their 45ha Carneros 
vineyard. Armando is the winemaker, Amelia the 
marketing whizz (and their son, Ariel, manages a 
sophisticated Mexican restaurant).

Border restrictions
As anti-immigration forces seek tighter border 
restrictions, US grape growers and winemakers 
have become concerned that the labour they rely 
upon could soon be in short supply. Immigrants 
such as the Cejas and Ulises Valdez worry that their 
paths to success could be closed to others.

In May, the US Secretary of Agriculture, Tom 
Vilsack, said that most Americans don’t realise that 
immigrant labour makes it possible for consumers 
to have bounty and choice in food and wine.

‘Every time someone in America takes a bite of 
American food, someone has picked it, processed it, 
shipped it, stored it, trucked it and shelved it,’ 
Vilsack says. ‘And many of the folks who have done 
all those tasks are immigrants.

‘I’ve met farmers and ranchers all over this 
country who are unable to find the necessary 
number of farm workers, and sometimes they 
struggle to verify their work authorisation papers, 
all the while wondering whether they’ll get enough 
help for the next harvest. 

‘And while some American citizens step up 
and take these jobs, the truth is that even when 
farmers make their best efforts to recruit a domestic 
workforce, few citizens express interest, in large 
part because this is hard, tough work; even 
fewer show up to spend the long hours 
labouring in the hot sun.’

Despite the number of Mexican-Americans 
holding key positions with California wineries 
and vineyards, the vast majority of 
agricultural labour continues to be carried 
out by undocumented Mexicans. As the 
country debates how to deal with illegal 
immigration, in California the issue is 
jarringly clear: no Mexican labour, no 
wine industry as we know it. D

Linda Murphy is Decanter’s US West 
Coast correspondentP
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