
MARCH/APRIL 2012  |  Driven by Content

L I F E S T Y L E

A FAMILIAL BLEND
A young winery flourishes in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada under 
the care of a father and son…and the rest of the family

It was three decades ago in the idyllic East Sussex 
countryside in southeastern England, and Gordon Pack’s 

grapes just wouldn’t grow.
“This was in 1981, 1982,” Pack explained in an interview 

with Markets Media Lifestyle. “We lived between Rye and 
Hastings, in a valley that faced north. We could see Paul 
McCartney’s windmill, where he had his recording studio. 
But where we lived, there are these Siberian winds that 
come down from Norway, and they would go into this val-
ley, and the plants would freeze. They never grew more than 
a foot tall.”

Pack did his best, building a glass house in which to grow 
his grapes and make his first red wine. But the venture didn’t 
last, and after relocating to the U.S., it would be more than 

20 years later when Gordon and his wife Chris would finally 
return to their love for viticulture and oenology, establish-
ing Gwinllan Estate in El Dorado County, California.

With well-drained soil of decomposed granite, elevation 
of 2,500 feet, and cool evenings, the foothills of the Sierra 
Nevada mountains provide an ideally moderate climate for 
Gwinllan (the Welsh word for vineyard) Estate, which is 
planted on what was once a ranch. At night, fog from the 
canyon below rises to the ridge top, cooling the south-facing 
vineyard. The balance struck by the evening and daytime 
temperatures, combined with the soil’s natural drainage, 
yields rich grapes that translate to flavorful, complex wines. 
Gwinllan’s first harvest was in 2009.

“Good wine starts with the vineyard,” said Jonathan Pack, 



Border collies serve as organic 
pest control 

GWINLLAN ESTATES: THE ROSTER
Set for a spring 2012 debut, this new vineyard’s wines are available for order online or directly from the winery.  
Wine information from www.gwinllanestate.com; to order wines, call (530) 723-2879, or e-mail wine@gwinllanestate.com.

WHITE WINES
2010 Chardonnay. Crafted to bring out the subtle aroma and flavor of the fruit, this wine has 
been aged in premium French oak barrels to add an elegant oak influence. Honeysuckle, 
orange and lemon peel aromas subtly enhance the crabapple, vanilla and nutmeg flavors. 
750ml, $32

RED WINES
2009 Petite Sirah. This wine is deeply colored and full blooded. Boysenberry and chocolate 
aromas in the nose complement the cocoa and toffee flavors. 750ml, $42

2009 Zinfandel. With no residual sugars from fermentation, Gwinllan farms these particular 
vines to produce more flavorful fruit. Blackberry and cranberry aromas complement a sweet 
fruit mouth feel with a toasted coffee finish. 750 ml, $38

2009 Winemaker’s Selection. A Rhone-style blend of Grenache and Syrah grapes, in this 
wine, strawberry, lavender and caramel aromas tantalize the nose. Blackberry, black pepper 
and toasted almond flavors tantalize the palate. 750ml, $48

For release later this year: 2011 Muscat Canelli, 2011 Chardonnay, 2009 Port (limited avail-
ability beginning December 2012).

Gordon and Chris’s son and Gwinllan’s 
resident viticulturist and oenologist. 
“We have a vineyard-driven approach, 
where we stress the vines to get the 
quality grapes we need. We want to 
make wines that are vineyard-typical, 
so the qualities of the vineyard and the 
soil shine through, not just the qualities 
of the wine type.”

With Gordon at the helm and Jonathan 
as guide, the vineyard has winemaking 
down to a science. A 2007 graduate of the 
University of California–Davis’s viticul-
ture and oenology program, Jonathan is 
well-versed in the technical aspects of 
making wine, relying heavily on stress-
ing the vines to cultivate rich yields.

“What we do, essentially, is deficit 
irrigation,” Jonathan said. “We only 

give the plants about 20% of 
what they need, and we scale 
back the water while the fruits 
are ripening.” This process 
keeps the grapes smaller while 
increasing the skin-to-juice 
ratio, along with the tan-
nin and aroma elements, thus 
resulting in a tastier, more 
complex wine.

Gwinllan doesn’t rely only 
on technique to succeed; the 
family also plays an important 

part. Harvests are a clan affair, with all 
of the Packs’ sons pitching in to hand-
sort, ferment, and press; even Gordon’s 
mother, 85-year-old Olive, helps with 
tasks such as vine pruning. The family’s 
border collies also join the fun, as Ben, 
Abby, and Brody provide Gwinllan’s 
chemical-free pest control. “They do a 
good job. It’s very rare that they catch 
a rabbit, but they have done it,” Gordon 
said with a chuckle.

The Packs plan to officially debut 
their wines this spring and summer, 
after releasing bottles throughout 2011 
on a limited basis. Because their land 
yields such rich fruit, Gwinllan Estate 
produces a diverse set of wines: a 2010 
Chardonnay, a 2009 Petite Sirah, a 2009 
Zinfandel, and a 2009 Winemaker’s 

Selection (a Rhone-style blend of Gre-
nache and Syrah grapes) are currently 
available for purchase. Later this year, 
a 2011 Muscat Canelli, 2011 Chardon-
nay, and a 2009 Port will be released.

“The chardonnay is my personal 
favorite,” Chris said. “California 

chardonnays are very oaky, and I think 
it kind of kills the wine. Chardonnay is 
a very subtle grape, so if you over-oak it, 
that’s all you taste. We use French Oak 
barrels, which has a very subtle influ-
ence.”

The father-and-son team of Gordon 
and Jonathan prefer the Winemaker’s 
Selection. “It’s a very rich, complex 
wine, and the nice thing is that we our-
selves chose the blending ratio that went 
into the bottles,” Jonathan said.

Plans to distribute bottles in some 
area restaurants and hold tastings at 
Gwinllan Estates are in the works, and 
after toiling with the granite soil, the 
winery’s underground cellar and tast-
ing room are set for completion by 
late summer.

“We put a lot of hard work into this 
vineyard and the hours have been long,” 
Jonathan said. “Our wines carry what 
the vineyard has given and the charac-
teristics that we like, so we want to have 
people come to the winery and not just 
taste one or two things, but to really 
talk to us — my mom, my dad, myself. 
It’s not just a wine tasting, it’s more of a 
wine experience.”

And this is not just a vineyard—it’s 
also a family affair. 

The father-son team of Gordon 
(left) and Jonathan Pack


