
Dear American Floral Endowment, 

 Beginning in the summer of 2016, I had the wonderful opportunity to spend six months 

in Arcata, California as an intern at Sun Valley Floral Farms. Sun Valley is a large producer of 

fresh cut flowers with three locations in California, as well as locations in Mexico and Canada. I 

spent four days taking the cross-country road trip all on my own from my home in Georgia to 

California. Seeing the variety in geographic features, plant life, and animal life across the 

continent was such a beautiful and unforgettable experience that I can hardly describe in 

words. 

 When I arrived at Sun Valley, I met Mary Lou Bruhn, the intern coordinator. Mary was 

extremely kind to me and made herself available for anything I could possibly need during my 

stay here. I also met with the other interns who were living at the student house that Sun Valley 

was generous enough to provide for their students. The first was William, another student from 

the University of Georgia who was just finishing his internship as I was beginning mine. The 

other was Nathaly, an exchange student from Guatemala. 

 After spending my first day getting all settled in to my new place, I began working with 

the tulip picking team. I was paired up with another picker who showed me the ropes and gave 

me plenty of pointers on how to pick efficiently and properly. We would pick tulips based on 

the color of the bud and the length of the stem to make sure that the flowers would bloom at 

the appropriate time after harvesting and look their best for the customers. We put the tulips in 

bunches of 80 stems into crates that were stacked on a metal contraption that hung from the 

ceiling called a “donkey”, and then unloaded the crates onto carts once the donkey was full. 

 Not too long after I began my internship, I received a visit from my advisor, Dr. Thomas. 

We filmed a few video segments of myself, the owner of the company, Lane DeVries, and of 

former AFE intern Hillari Woodard (who is now employed by Sun Valley) in order to create new 

videos that would help other students, parents, and growers across America learn about the Vic 

and Margaret Ball internship program and make their decisions about whether or not they 

want to take it on themselves. I was really glad to have the chance to share my personal 

experience with the internship and help others who are interested in the program. It wasn’t all 

work though - we took some time to go exploring and take in all the overwhelmingly beautiful 

sights that northern California has to offer and it was a lot of fun! 

 The next team I worked with was a team that was responsible for picking hydrangeas, 

brassica, freesia, ranunculus, stockflower, hellebores, and French tulips. This was a small team 

consisting of only six people, including myself and the team leader. Working with this team was 

a great opportunity to accomplish one of my goals for my internship, which was improving my 

Spanish-speaking skills. Through my small knowledge of Spanish and my teammates’ small 

knowledge of English, we managed to communicate fairly effectively and we all got along very 

well. I spent most of my time at Sun Valley as a member of this team. 



Picking hydrangeas was one of my favorite jobs on the farm, because the hydrangea 

hoophouses were far from the constant noise and hustle of the rest of the farm, so it was much 

more peaceful. Brassica and freesia were also fun crops to work with because not only were 

they beautiful, but because my team got to plant, croptend, and harvest them too, so it was 

another great learning opportunity for me since I got to care for the crop from start to finish. I 

also loved picking the stockflower and ranunculus because I hadn’t known much about these 

flowers beforehand, and now they have become some of my favorites. 

On slow days, my team would often help out other teams on the farm who needed a 

hand, and ultimately I had the chance to work with every single crop that was being grown 

during my time at the farm. This included iris, tulips, asiatic and oriental lilies, crocosmia, and 

calla lilies.  I also had the chance to work with the croptending team, which was great because I 

learned how to properly install and remove plastic from hoophouses as well as set up and 

remove the wire they used to support tall crops such as lilies and brassica. 

I was eventually given some extra responsibilities as a member of my team. My team 

leader, Patrick, showed me how to log into the company’s system in order to check orders, view 

production reports, etc. I learned how to receive the orders for our crops and then map the 

carts of product into the online inventory system once we had picked them. It seemed 

complicated at first, but eventually I got the hang of it. Sometimes we also needed to sleeve our 

bunches ourselves, which I thought was a fun job too. Some of our customers had their own 

special sleeves they required us to use, and some had their own variety of floral preservative 

that they wanted packaged along with the product too. 

Around the mid-way point of my internship is when I got the opportunity to help with 

the harvesting of grapes at one of Sun Valley’s other locations in Willow Creek, which is located 

about an hour away from the main location. I would help there about once a week for two 

months with Sun Valley’s winemaker, Wil Franklin. After we harvested, I also got to help with 

the crushing of the grapes in order to make wine. The grapes were sorted on a table before 

being pushed onto a large conveyor belt, which then dropped them into a machine which de-

stemmed the grapes before they were juiced. Making sure all of the equipment was thoroughly 

cleaned and sanitized before and after the crushing was an essential part of the winemaking 

process. Both the harvesting and the crushing of grapes were not only a lot of fun, but also a 

fantastic learning opportunity for me because I had not had the chance to learn very much 

about either viticulture or enology back at school. 

Another department I worked in was the packing warehouse. This was a cool job 

because I got to see the great variety of crops that Sun Valley grew all at once, ranging from the 

tulips and lilies I was familiar with to the cotinus, winterberries, and rosehips that were sent in 

from the Willow Creek location. My job in the warehouse was end-strapping. I worked at the 

end of the assembly line and made sure that the flowers were properly strapped into their 

boxes so they arrived safely to the customers. 



The last department I worked in at Sun Valley was the small propagation department. 

This team consisted of only me and another man, Jenaro, who was currently in the process of 

cutting and raising ilex and hydrangeas. He shared with me a lot of his personal tips and tricks 

for getting cuttings to successfully root and thrive, how to watch for pests and diseases, and the 

best ways to monitor the amounts of water that the plants receive. Working in this department 

was one of the most educational portions of my internship. 

Overall, my experience at Sun Valley has certainly been unforgettable and invaluable. I 

know for a fact that I have grown tremendously as a person because of this experience, and the 

industry exposure was eye-opening and educational. Embarking on this journey has helped me 

realize so much about what I want out of both my career and out of my life. I am still interested 

in the floriculture industry, and I am considering continuing on to grad school after I complete 

my undergraduate degree. I want to take a moment to give special thanks to the American 

Floral Endowment, Debi Aker, Lane DeVries, and Mary Bruhn for everything they have done for 

me during this experience that I will remember forever. 

Michael J. Del Valle Jr. 
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‘Corgy White’ brassica on the left, a house of newly planted brassica in the middle, and 

‘Corgy Dark’ brassica on the right. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Hydrangeas in the hoophouses and tulips in the greenhouses. 

 

 

The view from the vineyard in Willow Creek and a few tons of Chardonnay grapes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Hiking in the redwood forest and the sunset over the Pacific Ocean. 

 


