HALLIDAY # 33

Behind the vines.

“You can’t
make
diamonds
out of
bricks”
says Xanadu’s Glenn Goodall,
the winemaker behind some of
Australia’s top-rated wines.
The refrain that good wine
begins in the vineyard is echoed
across the industry, as wineries
increasingly seek to produce styles
that show a true sense of place. For
every 98-point cabernet sauvignon
that lands on our table, there’s a
team out there among the vines,
battling the elements to coax the
best out of their fruit.
We chat to the unsung heroes
of Australian wine: a trio of
viticulturists and vineyard
managers charged with growing
some of the nation’s finest grapes.

by Sarah Gamboni
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Peter Fraser
on Michael Lane

Double act.

“To have someone who’s
looking after your grapes, who
worries about them as much
as you do and who takes the
same pride in the grapes as I
do the wine, is so important.”

Of all the working dynamics that exist within
a winery, it’s the relationship between
viticulturist and winemaker that’s most vital.
And at Yangarra Estate in McLaren Vale, it’s a
union that’s outlasted many marriages.
photography PETER FISHER

Viticulturist Michael Lane and
winemaker Peter Fraser first started
working together 18 years ago when
the winery was owned by Normans
Wines. Now part of Jackson Family
Wines, Yangarra is home to 35 individual
blocks, spanning 70-year-old bush-vine
grenache and more recent plantings of
southern Rhone varietals.
During that time, Michael says there’s
been an evolution in style “from those
broader wines with upfront fruit to the
much more finessed and food-friendly
styles of today.” And while Peter’s
innovative winemaking style has led the
charge with whole bunches, cold soaks
and ceramic eggs, it’d all be for naught
if Michael hadn’t adjusted his growing
practices to suit.
“We’re looking for varietal character and
in the vineyard, that means trying to get
the phenolics right rather than looking
for sugar ripeness,” he says. “Canopy
management, leaf plucking and shoot
placement early on are all ways we can
get our flavour profile right.”
The biggest change, however, has been
the switch to biodynamics, spearheaded
by Peter 10 years ago. “We had
always focused on an integrated pest
management system, so we were quite

“Canopy
management,
leaf plucking and
shoot placement
early on are all ways
we can get our
flavour profile right.”
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soft in our approach anyway,” Michael
recalls. “When Pete suggested we switch
to biodynamics, I was a bit like, ‘Whoa,
we’re being as soft as we can,’ but the
next step was to drop all the chemicals
out completely.
“It required a change in mindset, to
start looking at vine growth so that it
was beneficial for vigour, biodiversity
and getting slightly better fruit set,”
says Michael. It took two to three years
for any imbalances in the vineyard to
correct themselves, but today the Blewitt
Springs property is the poster child
for biodynamics. “Our focus is on the
practical side of biodynamics, rather
than the spiritual side,” Michael explains.
“We’re not out there clapping fish
together; we still use the latest viticulture
practices along with those biodynamic
preparations.” They no longer spray for
pests, and in winter, sheep and cattle
are brought in to graze among the vines,
creating a thriving environment of flora
and fauna. “For me, the goal is to leave
the place better than when I found it,”
he says.
You can see shades of that natural
symbiosis in the relationship between
big-picture Peter and the more practicalminded Michael. “Often I’ll have these
ideas, and Michael will say, ‘Yes that’s
a good idea’, or ‘No that’s a bad idea’,”
Peter says. “He has a logical, practical
way of looking at things that helps keep
me in line.
“We know how each other works,
especially during the busy times of
harvest. I’ll be thinking a certain block
might be ready, and he’s already on it
because he’s often ahead of things,”
Peter says. “We have an ability to
communicate without saying a word.” ●

Michael on Yangarra’s
bush vines
“We’ve got 40 acres of
old-bush vines that were
planted in 1946, and we’ve put
in another 35 acres of bush
vines. Mourvedre, cinsault,
grenache and carignan are
all upright vines that do well
as bush vines. Grenache is a
difficult grape to ripen on a
trellis, but with the bush vines,
we grow them in a goblet or
vase shape, so they’re getting
radiant heat from the ground,
as well as light coming in
from above, which helps the
grapes ripen evenly.”
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“Our focus is on the
practical side of
biodynamics, rather
than the spiritual side.
We’re not out there
clapping fish together.”
Michael Lane,
Yangarra Estate, McLaren Vale
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Life among
the vines.

“

Justin Purser
on Ben Thomson
“Ben’s pretty laidback,
but we always say he’s the
hardest working man in
western Victoria.”

For Ben Thomson, a life in wine was
inevitable. For the fifth-generation
custodian of Best’s Great Western in
western Victoria, his earliest memories
are of playing among the old basket vines
and climbing on top of tankers.
photography JULIAN KINGMA

The role of vineyard manager (and
general manager), rather than
winemaking, became the natural path
for Ben. “When you’re born here,
you evolve into different parts of the
business, and I always preferred being
outside,” he says.
After finishing high school at the end
of Year 10, Ben worked in the vineyard
for a couple of years before splitting
his time between the Great Western
winery, and sheep and wheat stations
in Western Australia.
“I did that for nine years and I learnt
how to become self-reliant. Living out
there on your own you learn to back your
decisions, rather than second-guess
yourself,” he says.
That broader agricultural experience
and instinct drive Ben today. “On the
vineyard side, I make all the decisions:
spraying, pruning, canopy management
and soil. For me, it’s more gut feel than
scientific – I grab a big stick and go and
dig some holes,” Ben says.
With an average vine age of 40 to
50 years, and some as old as 150, the
Best’s vineyards present a unique set of
challenges. “Some of these vines have
been given 150 different haircuts, so
there’s a lot of dead wood. The younger

“I’ve never seen
bad fruit turned
into good wine,
but I’ve seen good
fruit turned into
bad wine.”
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vines are easier to deal with as they’re
more uniform.”
One of the biggest changes Ben has
made is to the health of the soils. “When
I was younger, everything was worked
all the time, but over many years that
destroyed our soil structure.” Ben now
puts down straw mulch instead of green
waste, which he credits with improved
water absorption and a stronger
ecosystem.
“It’s the vineyard manager’s job to
deliver the very best fruit you can – I’ve
never seen bad fruit turned into good
wine, but I’ve seen good fruit turned into
bad wine,” he says (though not too much
bad wine at Best’s, we’d imagine).
During his career, a host of top
winemakers have worked at the iconic
winery, lured by some of the oldest vines
in the world. Since joining the team five
years ago, winemaker Justin Purser has
well and truly hit his stride, crafting the
2017 Halliday Wine of the Year, the
2014 Thomson Family Shiraz.
“For me, the big attraction was the age
of the vines and the individual sites. I
was like a kid in the candy store,” Justin
says. “It was slightly intimidating at
first, but the Thomson family was very
welcoming. I remember Ben’s main
instruction was to just make good wine.”
Ben explains, “When we employ a
new winemaker, we sit down and go
through the wines and what we want.
We’ve always said the wine is made
in the vineyard: don’t overwork it or
overcomplicate it,” he says. “We want
wines that reflect the region and the
vintage – and if they taste different each
season, that’s okay.” ●

Ben on the
Thomson Family Block
“The Thomson Family Block
Shiraz is off 1860s planting on
eight-foot spacing. They’re
very old, gnarly vines that
are about four inches thick,
but only about an inch is still
alive. What’s amazing about
these old vines is that they
tend to self-regulate – if we’ve
had a really hot day, they’ll
automatically offload some
of their crop, dropping the
bottom half of their bunches.”
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“For me, it’s more
gut feel than
scientific –
I grab a big stick
and go and dig
some holes.”
Ben Thomson,
Best’s Great Western,
Western Victoria
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Leading the
charge.
A passion for the outdoors must be
a prerequisite for being a viticulturist.
For Suzie Muntz of Xanadu in
Margaret River, it is the dream job.

“

Glenn Goodall
on Suzie Muntz
“Suzie’s grown with the
company over the past
10 years and had a big input
into our success and the
direction of our vineyarddriven wines.”

photography SARAH HEWER

“I love working outside, living all four
seasons and seeing how these translate
the vines and grapes into fine wines year
after year,” Suzie explains. “To top it off,
I then get to enjoy a glass of wine with
my team after a hard day’s work –
something you can’t do in most other
agricultural industries.”
Since joining Xanadu 10 years ago,
Suzie has risen through the ranks from
vineyard supervisor to viticulturist,
scoring recognition from the industry
in the process. In 2015, she joined the
Future Leaders program, and last year
she received the Viticultural Excellence
Award at the Margaret River Wine Show.
“My role is simple: to implement
viticulture strategies that result in really
good wines, while also influencing the
local wine industry. Being one of the few
female viticulturists, I feel it’s important
to get my face out there.”
Bringing a fresh perspective to a maledominated industry, Suzie isn’t one to
mince her words. “Often the winemakers
get the glory, but it’s no secret that
a good wine is made in the vineyard
and consistently from the same terroir.
Viticulture without winemaking would
be like yin without yang,” she says.

“Often the
winemakers get
the glory, but it’s no
secret that a good
wine is made in
the vineyard and
consistently from
the same terroir.”
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“They are different beasts and I’ve
dabbled in both worlds, but I chose
yin, which in Chinese philosophy is
symbolic of earth, water, moon, shadows
and a feminine touch, particularly with
the vines.”
Suzie works closely with Xanadu’s
winemaker Glenn Goodall, who she
regards as a mentor. “Glenn has taught
me a lot about tasting wine and tasting
grapes on the vine,” says Suzie. “He
directs the style and when we pick –
if you can imagine a palette of paint
colours, we try to pick chardonnays
with an array of acidities and flavours,
so when it comes to blending we have
myriad options to play with.”
As Xanadu’s wines continue to
go from strength to strength, the
pair is experimenting with canopy
management and pruning. In Margaret
River, where vertical shoot positioning
is the norm, Xanadu has been trialling
sprawling, which is less labour intensive
and lets in more dappled light.
“We did a lot of trial and found that
sprawl worked better for us here on the
east-west orientated reds,” Suzie says.
They’re currently testing a new oil to
combat powdery mildew on 30 per cent
of the vines. The results of those trials are
held up for all to see at Xanadu’s annual
allocation tasting when Glenn assembles
owner Darren Rathbone, Suzie and their
contract growers for a blind tasting of the
new-vintage material.
Glenn explains, “It’s a very transparent
tasting, with candid feedback going
directly back to the viticulture team
and our growers,” he says. “That way
they’re wine growers, not just grape
growers.” ●

Suzie on her approach
“I’m very hands-on in terms
of staff management, canopy
lifting and vine training. I’ll
always go out and do a trial
with the vineyard manager to
make sure he has it under his
belt, then he translates that
to the crew.”
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“Viticulture
without
winemaking
would be like
yin without
yang.”
Suzie Muntz,
Xanadu, Margaret River
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