B.R. Cohen, January 2001

By Greg Varley

In the town of Glen Ellen, California, in mid-Sonoma County, you will find a beautiful grove of olive trees. Some of those trees line a winding driveway that leads to a rustic tasting room. As you enter the tasting room to the left, near the curved tasting bar you survey the inevitable collection of winery awards gathered at competitions throughout the state and nation. However, behind is a most unusual collection for a winery. Gold and Platinum Record awards line the walls, all of them connected to the Doobie Brothers.

Bruce Cohen has owned B.R. Cohen winery since 1974, and for over 30 years has been the manager of the Doobie Brothers (and Night Ranger for you music fans). While the band was at its peak during the 1970’s and 1980’s they continue to produce albums, and continue to tour, all under the leadership of Cohen. However, Bruce has found time to produce some of California’s most extraordinary Cabernet, and has nurtured the olive grove into outstanding oil distributed throughout the nation. The 125-year-old olive groves continue to produce in the European tradition. The original purchasers of Cohn oil (bottled in numbered etched vessels) guarantee those individuals oil in perpetuity. The original purchasers of B.R. Cohen olive oil (sold in individually numbered etched bottles), are guaranteed no cost refills in perpetuity. 

No such luck with original purchasers of B.R. Cohn wines. Cohn was raised in Sonoma County working his family’s dairy farm, graduated from the University of Colorado, and worked in television until he began working with The Doobie Brothers. He purchased the original 46 acres in 1974 and sourced grapes to vintners such as Ravenswood and Kenwood. The acreage grew to more than 100 acres by 1984 and Cohn was ready to bottle his own wine.  

In the earliest years of this winery, as Cohn learned his skills as a manager, he had already demonstrated skill in choosing the most qualified associates. Helen Turley, now a legend in California winemaking, shaped the image of the Cohn wines in both texture and flavor. She believed that the terroir created the wine and the job of the winemaker was to let the grapes find their natural expression. Although Helen Turley has moved onto other wineries (including her own), the Turley philosophy remains inn place.

He has focused attention on Cabernet Sauvignon with three primary designations, Olive Hill Estate, Olive Hill Estate Special Selection (less than a thousand cases produced), and Silver Label. Cohn also produces Chardonnay (1500 cases), and small quantities of Merlot and Pinot Noir (sold only through the tasting room). His reputation, however, is built on Cabernet. Cohn has developed a simple philosophy embraced by current winemaker Mikael Gulyash, “make consistent, high quality products”. 

The B.R. Cohen Cabernet is traditionally dense and dark with a complex combination of currant, sage, berry and even tar in the flavor package. The tannins are smooth and the finish a combination of toasty oak and fruit jam. The 46 acres planted with Cabernet grapes produce a wine that requires some time in the cellar. 

