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'Our Valley oak'
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You can see, there are a lot of Valley oak trees in the vineyard,” Chumash winemaker Tara Gomez pointed out as we walked through the tribe’s Camp 4 Vineyard in Santa Ynez on a warm summer morning last August.
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Grape groundbreaker

	Chumash winemaker Tara Gomez is hands on in both the tribe’s vineyard and the winery. She’s the first Native American to oversee both aspects of a wine business.
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The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians was inspired by the historic trees when naming its new wine label: Kitá Wines. Kitá (kee-ta) means “our Valley oak” in the tribe’s native language.

“We wanted to use something in our own language and that had meaning to the whole tribe,” said Chumash Vice Chairman Richard Gomez, father of the tribe’s winemaker, Tara.

“In the Samala language, there are a lot of words that have beautiful meanings but they’re real hard to pronounce,” he said. “We ended up agreeing on Kitá, and that was real simple to pronounce.”

In May, they completed moving into their new winery in Lompoc, bottled and released their first wines, and then launched two wine clubs and the winery’s website: kitawines.com. 
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‘Our Valley oak’

	In May, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians launched its new wine label, Kitá Wines, producing several different wine varieties, including syrah ($32).
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I attended the Kitá Wines launch party at the winery, tasted the whole line up of wines, and watched as Tara received a proclamation from the California State Legislature recognizing the Chumash as “the first Native American tribe to have a Native American winemaker, vineyard, and winemaking operations run solely by tribal people.”

Tara has worked tirelessly on this project; it’s not uncommon for her to put in 80-hour weeks.

“It’s been like three years in the making, and to finally get to this point, it’s just,ah, a sigh of relief,” Tara said with a broad smile, clearly overjoyed with the positive response.

“I’m extremely proud of her,” her father added.

Science-minded Gomez graduated from St. Joseph High School in Santa Maria, attended Allan Hancock College, and earned an enology degree from Fresno State in 1998.

The Chumash awarded Tara a tribal scholarship to help her pay for college.

“I got my education through the financial support of the tribe,” she said.

She’s taking a feminine, food-friendly approach to the wines, and believes being a female winemaker gives her an advantage.

“We’re attentive and for the majority of women,” she told me. “Our palates are focused on more elegant-style wines.”
Kitá Wines initially released five varietals: grenache blanc ($24), sauvignon blanc ($26), grenache ($30), syrah ($32), and cabernet sauvignon ($38), with an annual production of 2,000 cases.

The grapes for the wines come almost entirely from 256-acre Camp 4 Vineyard, located at the gateway to Happy Canyon, just a couple miles inland from the Chumash Casino.

The Chumash Indians bought the vineyard and surrounding property, a total of 1,400 acres, in 2010 from the Fess Parker family.

The land links the past to the future; it’s the same terrain the Chumash called home thousands of years ago.

			




	





“It means a lot to us,” Richard affirmed. “We’ve always been stewards of the land.”

Tara took steps to elevate the quality of the vineyard, improving farming practices, all the while respecting their cherished ancestral land.

There are also owl houses mounted on poles throughout the vineyard: “We put these up to help us with rodent abatement, without putting harsh chemicals into the soils,” Tara explained.

Their next vineyard project is a bat house. “Bats would eat all the bugs flying around at night,” Richard said.

Tara is quoted on the winery website explaining their commitment: “Growingwine grapes is truly a partnership with Mother Earth. It is about finding that connection to the land, soil, and climate. It’s not only about taking what we need, but by giving back in sustainable ways so that we can preserve the land for the longevity of our future generations.”
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