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The science and art of local winemaking
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Last month, when Allan Hancock College unveiled its new viticulture and enology lab, it was exciting not only for the college and the community, but also for me as a proud father of a former Hancock College student who has become a shining star in the wine industry.
I’m referring to my daughter, Tara Gomez, who began her winemaking journey at Hancock College many years ago, and went on to earn her bachelor of science degree in enology from California State University, Fresno. Today, she is the winemaker for our tribe’s award-winning Kitá Wines.
At the event unveiling Hancock’s new state-of-the-art winemaking facilities, the college featured wines whose roots began at their college. Among the many wines featured was Kitá Wines. Tara felt honored to be back at Hancock, pouring wines she made from vineyards our tribe owns on our Camp 4 land here in Santa Ynez.
It is always rewarding to see home-grown talent evolve. Tara went from CSU-Fresno to stints in local wineries, to traveling abroad to learn more about winemaking, to developing her own wine, to becoming a winemaker for our tribe’s first winemaking venture. She is an excellent example of an individual who has returned home armed with significant knowledge to help her tribe.
Hancock College’s impressive new 1,500-square-foot winery, 2,500 square feet of outside work area and four acres of vineyards is one of the most complete programs in Southern California and will no doubt harvest the evolution of more home-grown talent.
One student of Hancock’s popular viticulture and enology program who is already well on his way to the path of winemaking is tribal descendant Chris Unzueta. The son of Belinda Miranda, our bingo operations director at the Chumash Casino Resort, Chris grew up on our reservation, graduated from Santa Ynez Valley High School and enrolled in Hancock College.
He recently took a semester off to help with the harvest for Kitá, a time of the year that requires hard labor and a lot of time. The efforts of Chris and many others ensured the harvest was productive and successful. After harvest was completed, he returned to his studies at Hancock while continuing to work at Kitá Wines.
Chris, along with hundreds of other Hancock students, will be able to take full advantage of the new winemaking facilities, which are part of the college’s new $17.6-million Industrial Technology Complex, where the college will provide cutting-edge lab and classroom spaces for the college’s industrial technology disciplines — architectural drafting, electronics, viticulture/enology, automotive, auto body, engineering, welding and machining and manufacturing technologies.
It’s a terrific time for Allan Hancock College, its students and wineries in the region. The college will be able to attract more students into its program with the new facilities. Students will obtain a solid foundation from the program and progress on to further their education or move directly into the industry. And wineries in the region will have another resource from which to hire individuals who have an excellent grasp of the winemaking industry.
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