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They’re rooting for a terrific grape harvest at Discovery 
Park of America. And the first step, says State Rep. Bill 
Sanderson of Kenton, who knows more than a thing or 
two about grapes, is to make sure the vines have plenty 
of space for their roots to grow and lots of good soil to 
grow in.

Sanderson was on hand a few weeks ago when DPA 
grounds director John Watkins, assistant director Buddy 
Edgin and Mitchell Simpson of Kenton checked out the 
handiwork of the crews that had drilled 24-inch-deep 
round holes for 300 plants in the healthy mix of topsoil, 
clay and loess situated just below the futuristic 12-story 
tower on DPA’s back side.

Visitors to the glass tower will be able to look down on 
a thriving grape arbor in years to come, as will cars mov-
ing up and down the stretch of I-69, once the local section 
opens to traffic. DPA’s inquisitive guests will, of course, 
be able to access the vineyard by foot, as well, to get an 
up-close look at the crop.

Two types of grapes — the French-American interspe-
cific hybrid Chambourcin, which is a red grape, and the 
white, late-ripening Chardonel hybrid — were planted 
in the California style at DPA this spring. It all began in 
early April with the workers pulling strings and squaring 
the carefully measured lot. Then they marked every hole 
for every pole with a plastic spoon so they would know 
exactly where to drill and place the sticks. The plants 
themselves went into the ground in early May.

Each vine, Sanderson says, essentially has its own small 
greenhouse to aid in its healthy growth in the form of a 
grow tube around the plant’s base that protects it from the 
herbicides which are used to control weeds. The tube also 
stimulates a 50 percent increase in the rate of growth.

DPA’s grapes have been planted in the vertical shoot 
position known as California-style, so they will experi-
ence upward growth. This guarantees the low-hanging 
grapes will be exposed to the sun to ripen and stay sweet, 
and it also helps keep moisture away from the grapes 
themselves. In this growing area, it is mold, not insects, 
that are a threat to the grape crop. The vertical growth 
plan keeps grapes hanging below the leafy canopy so they 
are not trapped in an area of high moisture. They are also 
easier to harvest from such a position.

The first year’s work load not only involved drilling 

the holes and setting out the plants, it also necessitated 
stringing 15,000 feet of high tensile wire that will be one 
of the facets of “training” the vines. These days, the grow-
ing vines have each been wrapped around bamboo stakes, 
with one wrap for every 12 inches of growth. This ensures 
the vines stay straight and upright and pointed toward the 
wire trellis carefully placed above them. 

The average age of a vineyard, Sanderson says, is 50 
years, so DPA is making a long-term commitment and 
doing it right. “When you train a vineyard, you train for 50 
years, so you can’t cut corners,” he explains. “Your poles 
and rows and diagonals all have to be in place perfectly. 
If not, the vines will tear themselves apart when they start 
to develop. It’s worth it to go to an extreme to make sure 
they are planted and trained right.”

During the current growing season, the vines have been 
growing out the top of the grow tubes. Dry weather is not 
much of a threat to a grape crop, and certainly wouldn’t 
have been thus far in this season. But just in case the rain 
disappears for an extended period of time, the vineyard 
comes with a contingency plan.

A drip irrigation system provides a half gallon of water 
per plant every hour it is in use. Sanderson, who has been 
growing grapes of his own at his White Squirrel Winery 
in Kenton for 16 years, says irrigation is actually a better 
system than relying on natural rainfall, because control 
helps eliminate the growth of fungus and mold that can be 
an issue with the natural way of doing things. 

As the season winds down, the tubes will be removed, 
as will the hardened wood of this year’s vine growth. 

The plants are dormant in the spring, so during that 
season in 2015, training will actually begin as the plants 
stretch toward the horizontal arrangement of wires that is 
already in place above each row. By 2016, DPA should 
have its first grape crop and the half-acre vineyard should 
produce two tons of grapes annually.

The tasty fruit will be used to make a high-quality 
product that will bear the Kirkland Family Estate label 
and will be sold at DPA, under the guidelines of the new 
Tennessee law for satellite wineries. The Kirkland Family 
Foundation, headed by Robert E. and Jenny D. Kirkland, 
is the entity that conceived, developed and finances most 
of DPA, which opened its doors Nov. 1, 2013, and has 
already seen tremendous success.

It was the goals of the Kirklands to create a spectacular 
complex that would both entertain and educate visitors, 

so the 50-acre campus between Everett Boulevard and the 
under-construction I-69 loop is filled with hands-on and 
up-close learning opportunities. The arbor is sure to be 
one of those that will attract ongoing attention.

Sanderson says DPA wanted to plant a vineyard that 
would showcase new technology and produce a superior 
crop for consumption. The French hybrid grape types 
selected are the top two choices of growers east of the 
Rocky Mountains because of the high quality wines pro-
duced using them and because they resist mold and fungus 
best. The trellising methods put in place at DPA are the 
most modern being used and the upright growth position 
being utilized is perfectly adapted for this area. Grapes 
hate wet feet, Sanderson says, and the plot at DPA offers 
an excellent layout with good drainage, so that problem 
can be avoided.

The local grower and vintner says in Tennessee, and 
particularly in this agriculturally rich area, growers are 
able to avoid using large amounts of fertilizer that many 
vineyards in California rely on, because the soil is so 
organic and fertile already. In fact, the local problem is 
one of controlling growth — the growth of the canopy.

Prior to Prohibition, Tennessee was one of the five top 
producers of spirits in the nation. The phenomenal inter-
est in and support for vineyards and bottling operations 
throughout the Volunteer State may see it rise to such 
prominence again.

Sanderson says the weather locally has been good for 
a jump start for DPA’s project. The vineyard’s location is 
precisely where crops of wheat, corn, soybeans and cotton 
have been growing for more than 150 years in excellent 
Obion County farm soil, so the area should be well suited 
to sustaining the new crop.

Visitors are invited to drop by the vineyard frequently 
and keep an eye on the growth and development of a 
crop few area residents have ever been able to view on an 
ongoing basis. And when the crop is ready, guests may be 
able to toast the event with a local product they can take 
pride in. The four types of Kirkland Estate wines — one 
red and two white semi-sweet varieties and one dry red 
type — will be sold at both White Squirrel Winery near 
Kenton and at DPA.

Discovery Park of America welcomes guests Tuesday 
through Sunday from 10 a.m.-5 p.m. For more informa-
tion about the facility and the many opportunities offered 
there, go to www.discoveryparkofamerica.com.

Taste of wine, fruit of the vine
DPA plans showcase vineyard and product of its own

SOME DAY — State Rep. Bill Sanderson 
of Kenton (right), who has had several 
years’ experience with vineyards, shows 
the size to which Discovery Park of 
America can expect its vines to grow by 

their third season. Discussing the project 
earlier this spring were (from left) DPA 
grounds director John Watkins, assistant 
grounds director Buddy Edgin, Mitchell 
Simpson and DPA CEO Jim Rippy. 

TUBE TALK — State Rep. Bill Sanderson discusses the 
merits of the DPA grow tubes, which constitute protective 
green houses for grape vines as they develop. Grape vines 
are set into slight mounds in the smooth rows so they will 
not be subject to the “wet feet” such plants hate, in the 
event of heavy rains, such as those this area has been expe-
riencing. The new vines will lose their protective sheaths 
this fall so that the wood of the vine will harden as it grows 
up toward the first set of horizontal high-tensile wires 
strung to train the vines. Proper training of the growth is 
essential to keep the grapes healthy, abundant, sweet and 
accessible for harvesting.

TIES THAT BIND — State Rep. Bill Sanderson of 
Kenton shows the strong growth of one of the grape vines 
on the half acre plot planted in early May at Discovery 
Park of America. The thriving plants have already been 
wrapped around the stake once and will be bound again 
soon, once the growth is more than a foot above the first 
attachment. Vineyards have a long life span if they are laid 
out and tended correctly, and Sanderson says Discovery 
Park’s new effort looks as though it is in excellent shape 
and will be capable of producing red and white grapes for 
many years to come.

IN THE FUTURE — By the third season of growth, 
says State Rep. Bill Sanderson of Kenton, an experienced 
grower of grapes, the vines on the half-acre plot below 
the tower at Discovery Park of America will have come 
up through the vertical green plastic grow tubes shown at 
the right and been freed from the protective casing. The 
vines will have passed between the high tensile, horizon-
tally strung wires that have been laid out in arrow-straight 
rows the length of the vineyard. They also will have been 
pruned to leave the two main stems free to run horizontally 
along one of those rows of wire for a length of three feet on 
either side of the main vine. The leafy plants will then be 
trained to grow upwards again, eventually passing through 
three sets of catch wires to create an impressive cool green 
canopy on top, with vertical growth of just over six feet. 
The grapes, in the third season of the vineyard’s life, will 
hang below that canopy, which will be subjected to a 
major “leaf pull” on the east side to allow morning sun to 
sweeten the fruit as it grows. The canopy will be left full 
on top and on the west side to shade the grapes in the full, 
draining afternoon heat. 

Tennessee was once a major producer of spirits. It could be again, some say.
State Rep. Bill Sanderson of Kenton, who has studied the growing of sweet and juicy 

grapes and the production of wines extensively and has put his skills to work at White 
Squirrel Winery just north of Kenton, has provided grounds manager John Watkins and 
his crew at Discovery Park of America with a wealth of knowledge about the crop, as 
well. The DPA team is putting this information to good use in the vineyard they planted 
there a few weeks ago.

For years, Sanderson says, the liquor lobby controlled that market in the Volunteer 
State, but recent legislation has turned this around, and now it is possible for families and 
small independent wineries and spirit producers to utilize the prime agricultural resources 
in the state to produce some excellent product.

DPA has partnered with Sanderson, utilyzing his expertise to lay out a half-acre plot on 
the back side of the 50-acre complex, just below and to the north side of the glass tower. 
The area’s 300 plants should produce two tons of Chambourcin and Chardonel grapes 
annually, beginning in the summer of 2016. 

“I think Tennessee can be a major market for wines,” Sanderson said recently when he  
visited the vineyard to see how the crop was growing. An advocate of planting for the 
long-term, Sanderson says the DPA vines should start producing red and white grapes in 
the summer of 2016 and should be able to continue that effort for 25-50 years, thanks to 
the careful layout of the vineyard, the quality of the soil and the effort invested in mak-
ing the plot not only an outstanding educational area at the complex, but also a prime 
producer of excellent fruit. 

Sanderson and DPA will begin bottling wine from the Chambourcin and Chardonel 
grapes and it will be sold locally under the Kirkland Family Estate label at DPA. 

Until the local wine is ready for consumers, DPA is serving other labels at some of 
the events on tap there. Those include opportunities to enjoy wine, cocktails, beer, soft 
drinks and heavy nightly “theme” hors d’oeuvres, along with musical entertainment and 
socializing, 5-8 p.m. Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays at Libation Station at The Depot 
near the south gate. 

Wine and beer are also offered, along with a variety of food items and soft drinks, at 
the special summer concert series on The Great Lawn. Tickets to see Survivor, Starship 
and Exile on July 19 and Sawyer Brown, Lee Roy Parnell and Maggie Rose July 26, plus 
Everclear, Tonic and Vertical Horizon on Aug. 23 are on sale at all Little General loca-
tions and at DPA at the ticket desk, by calling (877) 885-5455 or by going online to the 
facility. Tickets are $45, and this includes parking and tax.

In addition, there will be a full 12 hours of fun in celebration of the Fourth of July, with 
a spectacular fireworks show wrapping things up.

Getting in the spirit of the thing


