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Tribe to make its own wine from Camp 4

Richard Gomez/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, April 26, 2012 12:15 am
Our tribe two years ago purchased a small portion of our ancestral land in the valley for homes for tribal families. You may have read in the news about these plans for the Camp 4 property, including a just-released report detailing how the construction of the homes will create hundreds of jobs and boost the local economy.

This land will be a place where we grow our future generations. But today I want to tell you about something else that is growing on part of the property — 256 acres of the 1,400 acres of Camp 4 is covered with wine grapes and the associated vineyard buildings. The late Fess Parker started the vineyard.

You may have seen the “Camp 4” name on bottles from various Central Coast wineries. The name is there because some of the finest grapes in the area are grown on the property.

We plan to continue that tradition even after homes for our families are built. In fact, we plan to add to that tradition by beginning to use some of the grapes to begin producing our own wine.

With that, we will become one of the few tribes in the United States that owns a vineyard and also produces its own wines. We plan to use a winery offsite when we go into our own production with this year’s harvest.

Right now, about 45 wine producers buy Camp 4 grapes. Last year’s harvest totaled about 1,000 tons. That’s a lot of grapes, and we will continue to supply the majority of our grapes to other wineries even after we begin our own production.

Before I continue, I need to disclose that the Camp 4 wine enterprise isn’t just an exciting time for me because I am the tribal vice chairman. It’s exciting for my family because my daughter, Tara, is spearheading the project.

Tara became interested in the chemistry and science of winemaking early on. She earned a B.S. degree in enology from Fresno State in 1998. She’s worked at California wineries and spent two years in Spain to learn Old World techniques. She’s produced her own variety of wines under the Kalawashaq’ label. It’s named after a village where our tribe’s ancestors once lived.

For our tribe’s Camp 4 wines, we are still in the process of picking a brand name. The first white wines for this year’s harvest could be available by late 2013 and the red wines in 2014.

Uncorking those first bottles will be a great day in the history of Native American winemaking. Right now, though, that seems a bit far off. The first leaf buds of the season are shooting out of the vines at Camp 4. Vineyard manager Rudy Bravo, along with Ben Merz of Coastal Vineyard Care, and their team helped ward off the bouts of frost.

In all, seven people work full-time on the vineyard grounds. The number of workers swells to 50 during peak periods. We at times use a bit more manpower than some other vineyards because we believe in sustainable farming practices, including reducing the use of chemical pesticides. 

Richard Gomez is tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

