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Fact file

Wandin Valley Estate |s a
boutique winery in the
Lovedale region of the

Hunter Valley that
produces about 8,000
cases of wine a year,
mainly chardonnay,
semillon, verdelho, shiraz,
cabernet sauvignon and
cabernet merlot. Top of the
range is the Bridie's Shiraz,
$28, and Huon Hooke rates
the verdelho in his picks of
the 2000 vintage. Aboul 60
per cent of sales are cellar-
door, but for Sydnay

stockists call 4930 7317,

Winemaking made easy

White wine. Pick the
grapes, crush and destem,
press out the juice, pump
into vat, add yeast and
ferment. After several
days, pump off the lees,
add a clarifying agent, pass
through filter pads and
bottle. (This does not
include chardonnay: see
red wine),

Red wine. Pick the grapes,
crush and destem, macerate
for a day or so, pump into
vat, add yeast and ferment.
Keep pushing the caps into
the ferment and, after about
aweek, separate liquid from
the skins and pump into
barrels. Leave for at least
nine months. Stabilise, fiter
then bottle, Drink.

Ripe for the picking: 1. The
steel bins hold one tonne of
grapes. 2. Fool power. 3, SK
pumping wine from the
crusher, 4, The crusher.

5. Adog's life. 6. Checking
the terment, 7. Crushed
grapes. 8. Picking al dawn.
9. Splat and a spray of red.
10. The tractor and the
pickers. 11. The barrel
room. 12. Your
correspondent in the fields.
Photos; Sahlan Hayes

Crush hour

Hamd-picked and foot-pressed, this year’s vintage is in the bottle.

Josie licks my heel as | step into the vat of crimson
grapes, 1t seems wrong to fulfill a childhood dream of
stomping grqim with cattle-dog saliva on my foot and
less than ideal for the people who would end up drinking
this shiraz, but the winemaker is far from perturbed.
Apparently, the magical fermentation process that
these swollen grapes into luscious wine will
lurking nasties,
sts like seaweed polyps under my feet, the
slimy skins squishing between my toes. In France 50 years
ago, [ would have been doing this in my underwear
But things are a linle more restrained here in the

ing are on the return.

We had hand-picked the shiraz in one of the high
sloping vineyards on Wandin Valley Estate in the
maorning, relishing a break in the rain that has plagued
this year's vintage,

Unitil six wwﬂ agn, 2002 was shaping as a dazzling
year for the Hunter, The grapes - chardonnay, semillon,
shiraz, cabernet and other regional varieties - hung
suecubent on the vines. The sun had coaxed their flesh to
develop delicious flavours and the Baumé scale (the
index of sugar content that indicates how alcoholic the
wine will be) was high.

The fruit bursts like seaweed polyps under my
feet, the slimy skins squishing between my toes.
In France 50 years ago, | would be have been
doing this in my underwear.

Then, in mid January, the rains came. The danger at
this crucial stage of vintage is that Baumes may not
develop properly, the flavours could wash out of the
grapes or, worse, they could rot on the vine.

Winemakers across Australia are pretty edgy right
now. Vintage is always a frenetic, nerve racking eight
weeks, the pinnacle of the winemakers' year when all
their work {the pruning, caning, spraying, watering and
tender loving care) reaches a crescendo.

Maost Australian regions, including those in Victoria,
Tasmania and South Australia, have been affected by the
wet and many winemakers are harvesting late as they
wait for grapes to fully ripen.

Wandin Valley is a couple of weeks behind when
Larrive in late February. Sitting on the veranda
eating lunch, James Davern, the vigneron (owner),
peers at the gunmetal sky and predicts more rain for
the following day when we plan to pick the
premium “Bridie” shiraz grapes.
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“What you are seeing now is what every winemaker
does not want 1o see,” he says as the rain drops in thuds
on the red soil

Sarah-Kate Wilson, the winemaker (known to
everyone as SK) does not seem to share his gloomy
forecast. Davern may not be an expert, anyway. He spent
much of his working life in wlevision, conceiving and
producing the hit show A Country Practice (hence the
estate’s name). He used 1o bring a team of writers toa
hideaway near the Hunter 1o brainstorm scripts and
stumbled across this vineyard, then called Millstone,
which he and his wife, Philippa, boughi

“The name Millstone seemed rather
whereas | thought calling it Wandin Valley would make
sure we got a steady stream of people 1o our cellar door,”
Davern says

Two years ago, they poached SK from the nearby
McGuigan winery, Now 28, she is young in her trade,
even among the growing gang of youthtul winemakers
in the Hunter, and still samething of a novelty due 10 her
gender. She is in charge of the 10 hectares of vines on
the 40 hectare property, which has a ericket oval and
pavilion, a tennis court and swimming pool

“Unless it is bucketing down tomormow, we will pick,”
SK says. The grapes cannot be left a day longer.

At 6.30 the next moming the pickers arrive. They
cluster round the vines having a quick cigarette before
pulling on rubber gloves and arming themselves with
snippers and black plastic buckets. The John Deere
tractor rumbles up from the winery towing a steel bin
that will hold one tonne of grapes: our mission is 1o fill
five bins in the next five 10 six hours.

The clouds are dark, but they don’t look like they'll
dump on us. Even in the early moring gloom the vines
nok gorgeous, their thick, green canopy protecting the

perfect bundles of grapes.

But they are not quite perfect: SK has spotted a nasty
called sooty mould on some. This eats at the flesh,
leaving the affected grapes mangy looking and smelling
of vinegar. SK darts around to the 11 pickers, showing
them what the mould looks like and instructing them 1o
cut those grapes away or discard the bundle. Most of the
grapes are OK, however, and we begin our locust-like
attack on the vines.

mag stoop, it is ph
methodical work. You can smell the sweet berry aromas
of the grapes and, without rubber gloves, hands are
quickly coated in a lovely sticky syrup. Bucket after bucket
is filled and thrown into the steel bin with a splat and a
spray of red juice. SK and her blue heeler, Maynard, ride
on the tractor that slowly chugs through the vines in front
of us; sometimes she yells at the pickers if they work too
slow, but today it’s a “good team”.

The first bin is filled in an hour and whisked back 10
the winery. By 10.30am, after a break about 8am spent
perched on an Esky eating sandwiches, five tonnes of
grapes have been plucked from the vines “It's been a
good morning,” SK says.

The pickers have snipped quickly (though a machine
would have done it in less than half the time) and, having
collected their cheques, are gone. Back at the winery, the
grapes that have been nurtured and pampered all year
face a rude fate. They are lifted by crane and tipped into
areceiver then pushed into a crusher destemmer, a cruel
machine that rips the stems off the grapes then crushes
the flesh and skin into a sweet liquid pulp, (Human feet,
being kinder than the machine's teeth, are sometimes
used 10 crush some of the grapes, though they are not
very effective at removing the stems.)

Once crushed, the juice and skins are pumped into a
huge vat where they will be left to macerate (basically,
stew) for several days. “1 wait all year for vintage, 1 love
it,” SK says as she hoes the last of the grapes into the
receiver. 'l especially couldn®t wait this year, | went to
the Rhone last September for vintage and | picked up all
these ideas which 1 couldn’t wait 10 put into practice.”

Maynard and the other Wandin Valley Estate dogs,
Josie and Sly, love it, 100, They thirstily lick the ground
where juice from the crusher has spilled

SK, like most winemakers, works around the clock
during this time of the season. “Heaps of us g 1o the pub
on a Friday night, but afier two drinks we collapse on the
floor,” she says.

A couple of days that week she had been up a1 2am
to check the progress of the mechanical picker, which
was harvesting some of the red wine grapes.

Wandin Valley uses a combination of mechani
hand picking: the hand picking
time consuming, but preferred because it is gentler on
the grapes, unlike the steal claws of the picking machine,




which liverally shakes the frui off the vines white wines such as semillon, riesling and 1 take the stoppers off some of the barmels, press

Gathering the grapes is only a small pan of the joly, verdelho ar
The process of ferm velling aned eells ap the bottor of the tank) inio another tank lik
wive. SK where the Hepuid
} T cent soience, 2 elear), Hleresd and then bottled 1 s & mare called i

wimipesd of | their bees (Uhe dead yoast oy ean fo the hole and histen 10 the wine lizzing

rin (this ks because sor

g, monioring, b
botthing the wine is sclentific and labour

larifled (this makes the wine thenugh a secondary fecmentation in the barrels

satys, maondestly, that winemakir lolactic fermentation, which mabes it
v cont ant and g5 per cem cle

Incleesd, the shisd we are in bs st

g L complex procedure with red wines aned wooded solter and rounder)
ally clean with whites such as chardorinay W take sa
el ddials, 1 would Cap management is fal bn red wine barrels. It is amazing how different they 1
all seern very clinical Wooot for the sinell of Termenting making. SK explains that, when the reds are because of the dilferens varietals, such
st working its magic hits every fermenting. the carbon dioxide pushes the skins compared with a shiras, but because of the dillerem
. Gireen apples, grapelnin ). Wee look intoa tank where this has types of oak they are aged in

toast - it is a marvellous smell o) there is a metre thick mass of seething Amenican oak gives th
and Fralty as Christmas sugar flavours, while French oak imparts a sweeter

Buge steed vats, purmps, hoses, gaug il jurst

a cabermet

grapes. The aroma ol y
time | walk inte the wi

wine vanillin and bamt

Whiis thee grapes we picked in the morming maceraie

hese in the surroumnding © furiously bubbling hey are no good at the 1op of the maore delicate Lasie

and fevsnenting already, Boiling it down, fermentation is aiise mch of the Haveouis, colours anid By this tine oy Do b5 spioming, not from th

the comversion of sugar by yeast 1o produce alcohol are b the skins: they need 1o be stimesd winie we have samipled, but Trom digesting the hugely

alomg with heat and carbon dioxide andd pushed into the juice invvalved hamk ok

8 tanks in the Wandin Valley winery, This s cap management and it st be done SK ha ¥ basies and we have
third of them (illed with white grapes such as thiees times o day during ferment. Liguid can be hardly touched the 5, i i were

chardonnay, semillon and verdelbo, harvested garly in *pmped aver™ from the Battom of the tank or SK Even when the wooded wines have linished
vintage can peach in through the lid with a huge mashes maturing, there is still the crucial work of blending
There s a walkway over all ihe tanks so SK can 1ake anel “"plunge” the cap 1o be done. Shiraz aged in French and American

theds Dieks of | each dhay aned per inside 1o check that the After fermenting for up to io duays, the e oak can be mived, lor example, with a dash ol

fine bubibles of carbon dioxide look and smell healthy pressedd then punped tnto barvels, where i cabrernet for body

G ritabn “wild” yeast and could ferment naturally, fiar up 1o a year v with SK: theve is some sclence and

st st wimerles bnjoct yeast into the wine once the We wander into the barrel room, where about ap involved in wir

grapes have been crushed and, in the case of whites, yoo barriques (barrels] are neatly piled the " my. Indeed, the pe

miped o the cold vats fooue Wigh, The air is thick with moee wonderful
1 oak

prressed and the julce §
Onee they have fermentod for several days, unwooded sennrlls of yeast, bread o

The Sydney Morning Herald | Good Living | March 12, 2002 | Page




