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Longtime San Benito County family pioneered local wine business
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The release of a 2000 Mourvédre, 2000 Zinfandel, 2003 Wild Zin and 2003 Pinot St. George at the Passport Weekend in June marked a new phase for Enz Vineyards & Winery, which is once again bottling wine. 


    Susan Enz wanted to put down roots.
     It was 1967 and she needed stability in her life. Her husband worked heavy construction and they were never in one place for very long. 
     She wanted to move to a private location with mountains and a stream. A place she could raise her four young children. A place to call home.
     She thought a 10-acre ranch would be suitable, but when her realtors showed her a sprawling 298-acre spread in Cienega Valley she fell in love. She bought it on the spot.
     “It had absolutely everything,” she said. “Plus it was full of oak trees, pine trees and buck trees. There were mountains all around us and a stream… It’s just everything we wanted.”
     She went home and told her husband. 
     “She brought me up here and when she drove me on to the ranch I looked at the site where the vineyard is and I said, ‘what the hell are those bushy looking things out there,’” Bob Enz recalled.
     Those ‘bushy looking things’ turned out to be 15-acres of grape vines the homesteader planted in the late 1800s. 
     “That was my introduction to the grape and wine business,” Bob said.
     He had no idea those old vines would someday redefine his life.
     Today Enz Vineyards & Winery, located just west of Cienega Road in an isolated region known as Limekiln Valley, has grown into a 1,400-acre ranch with nearly 40-acres of vineyard. And after more than 30 years producing wine, the winery is once again burgeoning. With the release of four wines during the Passport Weekend in June the vineyard entered a new phase. It is transitioning from the nameless, but reliable, bulk wine business back to the more “boutique” bottled wine market. The winery is once again gaining a name and putting itself back on the map. 
     As Bob recently strolled through the vineyard he pointed out blocks of Mourvèdre, Pinot St. George, Zinfandel, Orange Muscat and Pinot Noir grapes. Wading through narrow paths of lush, green vines he explained that all but the Pinot Noir are grown from the original vines planted as early as 1895. 
     Many of the grapes are still grown in the old style – used before steel trellis wire was available – known as ‘head pruned.’ The head-high vines resemble miniature trees, a stark contrast to the rows of trellised vines visible in most vineyards. 
     And unlike most vineyards, the winery is dry land farmed, which means that other than an initial watering when the vines are planted and the 16-inches of rain that Limekiln Valley averages a year, there is no irrigation. Without water the roots are forced deeper into the earth, which many growers believe helps give the wine a sense of terroir, or place where they were grown, and are less susceptible to drought. It saves on irrigation costs, but sacrifices on production. Bob says he loses up to two tons of grapes through dry land farming.
     But what’s lost in production is gained in taste.
     “It intensifies the flavor characteristics,” Bob said. “If it’s un-irrigated it develops different highlights that are muted by irrigation. It accentuates the good qualities of the fruit and vines and gives it a lot of depth, character and robustness.”
     The taste is also intensified by the soil. The sandy loam consists of decomposed granite with limestone intrusions, a characteristic found in some of the most prestigious wine growing regions in Europe. 
     “Limestone is soluble in water so when it rains the water that is washed down through the valley contains limestone from above,” Bob said, pointing to a thin wash of exposed rock on a hillside above the vineyard. The limestone contains calcium carbonate, which gives the grapes a unique flavor and texture.
     The limestone not only attracted vintners to the region, it also attracted businessmen. The Cowell Lime Company, owned by local land baron Henry Cowell, ran a limestone operation at the foot of the vineyard from around 1890-1910. The remnants of two limestone kilns and the ruins of an old village – said to be the largest in San Benito County at one time – are now part of the ranch. 
     The old village and vines add to the nostalgia of the winery that Bob and his wife created, but it almost never happened. 
     The first two years were difficult.
     Bob commuted between construction jobs in the Bay Area while Susan tended the ranch and raised the children. 
     “The rule was when we could reach the clutch, we were old enough to drive,” said Gillian Enz-Bowlus, 41. “Everyone pitched in and drove the tractors.”
     Gillian remembers being pulled out of school with her three brothers to work the harvest. She said her mom would drive to their school and ask the teachers to give them less work during the harvest season.
     “Harvest was always exciting,” Gillian recalled. “We got up at dawn and went to bed after dark. It was a real positive experience.”
     The strong work ethic that was instilled in Gillian was something she wanted to pass on to her two daughters Lauren Summer, 11, and Meglan Rayne, 9.
     So Gillian and her husband Royce started Summerayne Vineyard, a 5-acre plot just down the road from her family’s winery. Bob recently helped the couple bottle their first crush, a White Zinfandel and Mourvèdre. Both varieties originated from the cuttings of his vineyard.
     Gillian looks back on her childhood with fondness, but the times were tough and the money was tight.
     “They paid us for the harvest,” Gillian said of her parents. “But they always ended up borrowing the money back.”
     “That’s the truth,” Susan confirmed. “Money was tight and it takes money to do this stuff.”
     Eventually there were just too many grapes, too much work and too little time. Susan and her husband decided to replace a block of Orange Muscat grapes with walnut trees, a crop that doesn’t require immediate harvesting.
     “I pulled out a row and the tractor broke so I couldn’t go any further,” Susan said.
     They never got around to removing the vines. Looking back, it was a divine moment for Bob.
     “Low and behold we have a nice vineyard, which has progressed into a winery estate,” he said. “I guess the guardian angel was looking out for us that time.”
     But keeping the vineyard wasn’t a labor of love at first; it was a matter of survival.
     “The motivation was to pay the place off,” Bob said. “I had no idea of raising grapes or making wine when I first moved here, I didn’t have a clue, it was through necessity. Being that we had the nice grapes the situation just fell into place.”
     To help foot the bill for the ranch they sold the grapes to local wineries such as Almaden Winery in Cienega Valley and Paicines, wineries along Hecker Pass Highway in Gilroy and Guglielmo Winery in Morgan Hill. It wasn’t until 1970 when Bob and his wife hosted friends for dinner that they struck upon the idea of making wine.
     Two years prior Susan and the kids had stomped Pinot St. George grapes that they insisted Bob store it in an old wooden vat in the cellar.
     “We forgot about it until we had friends over for dinner two years later,” Susan recalled. “They said, ‘I thought you were making wine?’” 
     So Bob brought out the old vat.
     “It was so fabulous,” Susan said. “It was so delicious, Bob just got hooked. That was the beginning of our wine making experience.” 
     In 1970 Bob quit his engineering job and went to work in the vineyard full time. He learned the craft from local winemakers and took viticulture courses at UC Davis. 
     He built a winery on the ranch and got his bonded winery number – license to make wine – in 1972. At the time it was the only independent winery in Cienega Valley, now home to the world-renown Calera Wine Co., as well as Flint and Pietra Santa.
     At their peak in the early 1980s Enz Vineyards & Winery sold 30,000 cases – 360,000 bottles – of wine.
     But the marketing proved difficult and the distributors began to falter. When three of their main distributors went under, Bob was forced to make a change. 
     “When all of these people went out of business we went into the bulk wine business,” Bob said. “We started selling bulk wines and just didn’t pursue the bottled wine business.”
     It proved easier and more reliable.
     “The tanker truck comes in and we pump the truck full and get a check in 30 days,” Bob said. “We’re pretty well insured of getting paid versus some of these marginal restaurants that kind of stiff you.” 
     For more than three decades Bob pursued the bulk wine business until his youngest son, Russell, 35, quit the trucking industry to help on the ranch.
     He wanted to, once again, bottle wine.
     With the increased interest in Cienega Valley wines he saw it as the perfect opportunity.
     “It’s just taken off,” Russell said. “It’s just a great wine growing region and it’s become more well known.”
     Bob agrees.
     “Cienega Valley seems to be becoming more popular and is starting to become recognized,” he said. “We think it’s a good opportunity to get back into the bottled wine business.”
     The initial release included a 2000 Mourvèdre and Zinfandel and a 2003 St. George and blush table wine known as Wild Zin. The bottles are emblazoned with the Enz family crest set against a golden yellow label.
     All four wines can be found at the Inn at Tres Pinos, Jardines de San Juan, Diaz Liquors and Dorothy McNett’s Place.
     Along with the new releases comes a new phase for the winery. For the first time the tasting room is open to the public on weekends from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m.
     Russell’s wife, Karrie, is the sales manager. She is organizing a wine club where members will receive two bottles per quarter of the latest releases, discounts on wine, an exclusive member dinner once a year and quarterly newsletters.
     Members will also have the opportunity to drive part of the original Cannonball Express route, which traveled from Cienega Valley to the Tres Pinos rail head, and tour the old mining town complete with Limekilns, resembling giant fireplaces, the crumbling remains of a store, hotel and jail that look like the ruins of ancient Greece and the foundation of a saloon, rumored to have been frequented by legendary bandits Joaquin Murieta and Tiburcio Vasquez.
     As Susan reflects on how far the vineyard and winery have come she can’t help but think back to the initial purchase of the ranch. 
     “It was crazy at the time,” she said. “But a good crazy as we look back.” 
     
     For more information on Enz Vineyards & Winery call 831-637-6443. For more information on the wine club contact Karrie at 831-801-8905.
