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The late Fess Parker is pictured on land sold recently to the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. 
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Fess Parker is shown walking through the land now owned by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. The tribe purchased the property from Mr. Parker's family. 
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The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has purchased 1,390 acres from the family of the late Fess Parker in an area known as "The Gateway to the Santa Ynez Valley." 

Though rumor of the sale had been percolating in the rural valley for a few weeks, the actual transaction was not disclosed until Friday afternoon. 

Very little about the deal was released by the Chumash or representatives of Fess Parker Enterprises. 

The sale price was not disclosed, though the price is said to have been close to $40 million. 

The deal is one of the latest of a number of valley real estate transactions by the Chumash, who have risen in a generation from poverty-level to a local financial powerhouse because of the success of their controversial casino. 

The Parker land, which is currently used for cattle grazing and to grow wine grapes, covers about two-square-miles in an area sweeping from Armour Ranch Road at the intersection of Highway 154 and 246 northward toward Baseline and Mora avenues. 

"Our decision to purchase this land was made as a tribe," said Vincent Armenta, tribal chairman, in a statement. "The land is historically significant to our tribe and we are excited to own it." 

The Chumash tribal membership voted on and approved the land purchase, according to Frances Snyder, a Chumash spokeswoman. 

In an interview Friday, Mr. Armenta would not comment on anything to do with the land deal, including the tribe's plans for the property and when the tribal vote took place. He said he would "not elaborate" on anything involving the transaction. 

He did speak briefly about the land's value to the Chumash. 

"All the land within the valley is significant to us," Mr. Armenta said. 

The Parker property, known as "Camp Four," is the same land that was the focus more than five years ago of a failed deal between Mr. Parker and the tribe to build resort homes, golf courses and a high-end hotel. The unprecedented deal was in the works for more than a year, with the plan to have the tribe annex the land into its reservation boundaries so it could partner with the actor-turned-developer on the resort concept. 

The deal at that time was for half of Mr. Parker's 1,425-acres, which the developer bought in 1998 for $6 million. Mr. Parker said in 2005 that the full property was assessed at about $55 million. The 745-acre portion of land was expected to be sold to the Chumash for $12 million at that time. 

The idea ignited a significant outcry in the valley, largely because land annexed into reservation boundaries through the federal fee-to-trust process is not subject to county, state or federal land-use laws. 

Mr. Parker eventually pulled the plug on the deal. He said at the time that the decision to end the negotiations was not a capitulation to the community's response, but rather was because the tribe's vision for the land differed from his own. 

"It was a very amicable parting," Mr. Parker said in October 2005. "We weren't having difficulty." 

This time around, the conversation about the land acquisition has been ongoing for several months, said Charles S. Bargiel, of Mullen & Henzell L.L.P. in Santa Barbara, who has represented the Parker family for more than 30 years. 

"Mr. Parker was not actively involved," Mr. Bargiel said. "He knew about the decision and supported the decision." 

Mr. Parker's children, Eli Parker and Ashley Parker Snider, and other family members and business advisers, were involved, he said. Mr. Parker's wife, Marcella, was informed but not involved, Mr. Bargiel said. 

Mr. Parker's death two weeks ago had no impact on the transaction, he added. A decision to proceed was made by the family more than a month ago, and escrow closed on the property after his death and memorial service, Mr. Bargiel explained. 

The family, he added, is pleased with the terms of the sale and feels it was a "fair and good transaction for all concerned." 

The property is zoned agricultural with a minimum lot size of 100 acres. It currently has four legal parcels on it and the tribe could apply for subdivision of up to 13 parcels through the county zoning process. 

Santa Ynez Valley resident Bob Field, former chairman of the Valley Plan Advisory Committee, said the acreage is included within the boundaries of the valley's long drawn-out community plan. 

"If it is the tribe's goal to own a beautiful ranch, they have succeeded," Mr. Field said. "If their goal is hotels and golf courses and housing, there's a very long way to go. It would violate the county's general plan and community plan to change the zoning that way." 

According to the county, the land is also regulated by the Williamson Act, a land conservation agreement that restricts the use of some parcels to agricultural use or open space in return for significant property tax breaks for the landowner. Those contracts with the county are for 10 years and automatically renew every year. 

In 2009, the Chumash lobbied for the passage of Senate Bill 170, which indicated that federal officials are generally "reluctant to accept land into trust status" if the land has encumbrances such as Williamson Act contracts. The bill, which did not become law, would have made it easier for tribal governments to cancel Williamson Act contracts because tribal cultural centers, infrastructure and housing are public concerns that "substantially outweigh" the act's objectives when it comes to a Native American tribe. 

Many of the real estate transactions accomplished by the tribe in recent years have prompted outcry from a number of community groups. Future plans for the new property will certainly be under close scrutiny. 

Mark Oliver, president of the Valley Alliance, said his organization offers congratulations to the Chumash on its purchase. 

"That's a beautiful piece of our heritage in the Santa Ynez Valley," Mr. Oliver said. "As long as they behave like any other agricultural land owner and abide by the same rules as anyone else, we wish them well." 

The alliance, he said, opposes any fee-to-trust application because it does not view the Parker property as contiguous to the reservation. 

"We would not support any activity that was not compatible with the existing agricultural zoning or the Santa Ynez Valley Community Plan," he added. 

Seven years ago the tribe opened its casino and resort and has since purchased two gas stations in the valley. Plans for another gas station are in play now with the county. The Chumash also converted a vacant Buellton restaurant into an educational and employment center and more recently became a stakeholder in Pacific Capital Bancorp, the parent company of Pacific Capital Bank, N.A., with affiliations like Santa Barbara Bank & Trust. Its stock holdings are reportedly worth more than $35 million. 

In 2007, the Chumash paid a reported $19 million for the Royal Scandinavian Inn, Solvang's largest hotel. The hotel was extensively renovated and reopened as Hotel Corque, while its on-sight restaurant was also renovated and renamed Root 246, with celebrity chef Bradley Ogden at the helm. 


