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LODI LIVING
PRUNING
AT A GLANCE
• A grapevine can have
two types of spurs — the
ones that produce fruitbearing shoots, and
those that do not.
• The previous season’s
wood is fruit-bearing. A
renewal spur is created
to produce a fruiting
cane for the following
year.
• Balanced pruning is the
technique to create a
balance between vegetative growth and fruit
crop.
• Sucker buds — a shoot
that won’t produce any
fruit — are always
removed.

— Bea Ahbeck
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The old Zinfandel vines
are trimmed at Lucas
Winery in Lodi on Feb. 22,
2019.

The Art of
Pruning
February 22, 2019
Under a crisp blue February sky, David
Lucas and his crew brave the morning
chill to tackle the first pruning activity of
each year.
The vines are pruned in an effort to
bring them into balance as the growing
season begins. During trimming, as the
naked, trimmed shoots accumulate on
the ground, the vigor of each vine is assessed.
If a vine is not as strong as some of its
neighbors, the workers trim off more of
the shoots, so the vine doesn’t have to
produce as many grapes.
If it’s a stronger vine, a shoot may be
left to produce more grapes.
For the grape grower, it’s a real opportunity to balance the vines each year.

April 26, 2019
Once small clusters of green grapes
have started growing, and green, stilldeveloping leaves begin creating shade,
the crews have a second opportunity to
balance the vine: the weak shoot removal.
Some shoots, which workers initially
may have left to grow but have now
judged unneeded, are removed. The
crew snips off the shoots by hand,
working swiftly through each Zin Star
vine.
The goal of the pruning is to open up
the vine canopy to get more sunlight to
the fruit, because that is what creates
the grapes’ flavor, color and clusters.
“In particular with Zinfandel —
which is probably the most challenging
grape to grow in the world, because the
clusters are so tight — you want to get
air in there and sunlight in there to
keep them dry, so they don’t develop
what is called summer bunch rots in
the vine,” Lucas said.

Workers Jose Dominguez, above, and Isabel Caranza, below, remove weak shoots
from the vines at Lucas Winery’s ZinStar vineyard on Friday, April 26, 2019.

How is
Trimming
Done Right?

David Lucas and a worker trim Zinfandel vines at Lucas Winery on Feb. 22, 2019.
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of the barrel, because a
hundred years ago, six
hundred years ago, they
didn’t have pumps and filters or centrifuges or forklifts. So this is just a very
traditional way to allow
those sediments to precipitate down through the
wine.”
The winery also uses
100-percent French oak,
because it doesn’t dominate the delicate characteristic and personality
of the ZinStar vineyard,
Lucas said.
Pyle Lucas has learned
a lot from the philosophy
of multi-generational
winemakers in iconic
French wine regions of
Burgundy and Bordeaux.
“What you come home
understanding is that
less is more, that you
don’t have to manipulate
this product, that it was
making itself in the back
of some cave five thousand years ago — it’s go-

ing to continue to make
itself,” she said. “But our
job is to help the wines
reflect the vineyard, and
to not manipulate them.”
Lucas loves the annual
interplay of nature and
the grower.
“Grapes are truly
unique — not only in the
soil and the climate and
the region that they are
growing in, but also the
really big influence that
Mother Nature and the
grower has,” he said.

He is excited to see the
growth and development
of California grape growing in the coming years.
“We’re just at the potential, at the beginning
of this, in California,”
Lucas said. “We are really just now starting to
understand the influence
of what we do in the
vineyard and the site,
and the varietal selection
for those sites, and how
that influences wine
quality.”

“With young vines, it’s definitely something you learn, because with a young vine you
start off with a basic framework,” Lucas said. “But as the
vine gets older, after five or six
years, the framework is pretty
much established, and so then you are
just teaching people to prune to vine balance. On a weaker vine, you don’t leave
as much, and on a stronger vine, you
may (leave) a little bit more — and I
mean more crop, more clusters per vine.”
Pyle Lucas advises: “On young vines
we want to be careful not to remove
anything — if you remove something,
you should assume you’re not going to

get it back again, that it won’t regrow
next year in that position. We do get
some volunteer shoots, but in the very
young years, the focus is often on not
removing too much that you can’t get
back later, in case you do need a little
more vigor. (If) the vines are strong,
you can always take those shoots off
next year — permanently remove that
spur — but better to leave more than
not enough.”

