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The French
Hate Us…
and They’re
Not the Only
Ones
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IT’S NOT MY PARENTS’ FAULT THAT THE FRENCH HATE us—though they played a part in it mattering to me. For starters, they never got me used to wine. Never let the black-purple wines with the rattle and shake of flavor pass my lips until I was way too old to be sensible about them. If they had, I might have been able to let all this Gallic, Eurocentric, snob-injected claptrap slide. Instead, I got worked up about it. I let it get into my heart and wound it—and the pains of my heart have always been irresistible to me. Like a drought-scorched snake in need of a feed, then, I made finding the real story my life’s work.

Back to my parents: they didn’t get me accustomed to wine because wine was not part of our life—in the way that wine in the life of most lower middle-class Australian families in the 1970s and ’80s, and before, was mostly as foreign as methodical good sense on the Gallipoli battlefield. It was there, but chaotically and infrequently applied. We had Rutherglen tokays and muscats on ice cream; Brown Brothers Crouchen Riesling on summer special occasions; something, in the 1980s, we referred to as Chablis when we had visitors whom we thought it might impress. We lived in the western suburbs of Melbourne and the emphasis in lower middle class was most definitely on the lower. My brother and I went to the local state primary school and the local state high school, both places where the teachers seemed to throw as many punches as the students. If you’d asked us our religion we’d have said Methodist: though we were nothing. Methodist was just an easy way of saying void of glamour.

Through all my childhood the best bottle of wine my family almost had was a Christmas gift from my mom’s boss. It was so good that we never drank it—it’s still in the bottom of a cupboard somewhere, alongside stale bottles of Madeira and Baileys Irish Cream and Club Port. I haven’t looked in that cupboard for some time, but I’ll bet that if I did I’d find one of the oldest bottles of Great Western “Champagne” known to humankind. After all these years, it’s probably now realized the value it never had.

Of course, there was no such thing as food–wine matching in this upbringing, though, realistically, it’s not easy matching wine to the dish we ate the most—a dish made of mincemeat, curry powder, cabbage, soy sauce, a packet of chicken noodle soup, and lots and lots of celery—called, depending on the night of the week, kai see ming or, perhaps less exotically, chow mein.

I have a sneaking suspicion that this background means that I’ll never fit into some circles of wine—but also, more importantly, that I’m unusually sensitive to the faux warmth of those who loathe me or, more particularly, those who loathe the Australian wine that I’ve somehow come, in a small way, to represent. Faux warmth? Congenial disdain? Whatever you want to call it: in my own mind I refer to it as snobby bullshit. I had an English teacher once who noticed my competitive spirit with my classmates. She took me aside after class one day and said: “Your classmates aren’t your competition. The thousands of rich kids who hate the fact that a kid from the bad side of town, from a bad kind of school, actually has a talent with English—they are the ones you have to compete with. Your classmates are your band of brothers—you have real enemies out there.”

The chip on her shoulder was a different flavor to mine—but it was just as big. I digress—but there is a point here.

Australian wine is the kid from the bad side of town, who went to all the wrong schools. The rich, traditional, old-school wine nations hate it—and increasingly so.

I knew none of this when wine first hit me—and it did hit me. I liked wine before I liked beer, but I drank and enjoyed all kinds of funny, sweet, tropical wines for many years before the night when it all ramped up into a kind of obsession. Truth is, wine hit me like a ton of bricks and damaged me forever. Ask my wife, who has sat through thousands of the most boring wine discussions imaginable, and she’d perhaps describe it like this: it hit me like a magnum to the back of the head (whether my common sense, or the magnum, shattered is still up for contention).

The roll of life’s dice. Of all places, the night when wine hit me happened at the newly made casino in Melbourne. I was at a work function—one of the first times in my life that it wasn’t me picking up the bill. It was a night when the alcohol flowed like stupidity at a football club and something in me changed, forever, at the sip and the taste and the sensation of one particular wine. I drank it, and as I did so it was like I was being bitten by Dracula or a werewolf or, more appropriately, by a malaria-carrying mosquito. Something went funny in me. My heart got an erection. From that moment, I may have looked the same, but I was changed. I had become a mad wine hunter. I suddenly wanted to be on intimate, personal, intense terms with all the most beautiful wines that I could afford—or could wangle to drink. Looking at what that journey has cost me—God, I wish I was a lawyer. That employer has cost me a fortune. I should sue the bastard.

But—that fateful wine.

I drank it. I drank some more. It was dark in the restaurant and the wine was dark, too, and I’d been drinking casually until this wine was served—nonchalant raise of the glass, hardly even look at it, sip, stop, drink more—and BOOM!

Kapow.

I held the glass (it would’ve taken a crowbar to wrench it from my grip) and looked out the big glass window, out toward the Yarra River. I swear it: I took those first couple of sips, and then saw a mass of fire. I was in a restaurant in Melbourne’s glitteringly ugly, palace-like casino—a place where money floated like confidence and great blazing fuel-fed fireballs exploded outside the windows. Booze, good booze, really good booze came and came like the bar was a wave machine of wine. Swig. Swallow. Another kaboom. Fire and fine wine.

I’d been a journalist, that night, for ten years, and a wine, wine cooler, or scotch-and-cola drinker for the lot of them. But that night something switched over, turning me from a wine drinker to wine crazed. It was my fresh-oyster-plucked-and-shucked-in-a-French-bay moment. My white-truffles-in-a-Florence-trattoria revelation. I sipped, I swigged, and I was hooked. It was like losing my innocence, and starting a war, at once.

I fell in love that night. With wine. Australian wine. Ten years later, I am more in love with it than ever, and it is because of this love that I had to write this book. The love came first, the idea for the book a long time after, and when the love and the idea came together, I had to get to work and get it off my chest.

This is the thing: Australian wine today is a remarkable, hell-raising, beautiful story that has not been pieced together and told in one hit. It’s precisely because the story of modern Australian wine has not been pieced together that it is in trouble, and is drawing all kinds of snobby potshots.

Australians like to think that our wine is great, and very probably the best in the world, and whether we drink much of it or not, we are proud of it. When we hear that Australia now outsells (the dastardly) French wine in the beloved UK market, or that a bottle of Penfolds Grange has sold for $70,000 to a manic U.S. rock star, our pride puffs fuller than a baloney-filled pastry. Yeah baby, we can make wine as well as our golden girls can swim! We can do anything!

But that is the tip of a much uglier—and, also, a far more beautiful—iceberg. Many international fine-wine experts, and casual commentators, can now be heard laughing at this ridiculous thing known as Fine Australian Wine. They think Australian wine is not much better than the wine equivalent of a Big Mac. They think that Australian wine is popular, and sells a helluva huge number of liters per year, but almost none of it is what you’d call high quality—or anything to be proud of. To be blunt, these “influential” folk see Australian wine largely as bargain beginner wine: to drink before you graduate, or mature, or “grow up” to French or Italian or German wine. Or, if you fancy yourself as a particularly trendy snob, Spanish wine.

UK wine guru Jancis Robinson (who is not one of the above folks; she is a beacon of international light) summed this opinion up well when she wrote, way back in 2003, that “The British fell so resoundingly in love with Australian wine in the early 1990s that there is now the inevitable backlash … accusing Australians of making boring wines to a formula for faceless corporations.” UK wine writer Tim Atkin went further, saying that Australian wine has become “bland and unexciting.” Giles MacDonough in the legendary UK magazine Punch wrote that “Australia enjoys almost the perfect conditions for producing large quantities of industrial wine. There is lots of sun to ripen grapes, almost all of which are planted on flatlands which are easy to cultivate. The vast majority of vineyards are owned by a handful of super rich companies.” Worse, the big fella himself—the world’s most influential critic, Mr. Robert Parker Jr.—went so far as to say, in 2004, that “Australia has perfected industrial farming. No other country appears capable of producing an $8 wine as well as it does. However, too many of these wines are simple, fruity, and somewhat soulless. Australia will need to improve its game and create accessible wines with more character and interest to compete in the world market 10 years from now.”

And Mr. Parker—as we shall soon see—is a great promoter, and fan, of Australian wine. If these are the words of a great Aussie wine supporter, you want to hear what our enemies say—indeed, you want to hear what a lot of champions of Australian wine say of Australian wine behind the closed doors of their living rooms (and many of them almost never drink Australian wine at home). Even Australian wine scribe Ben Canaider (who admittedly has likely never described himself as a champion of Australian wine) wrote in 2006 that “Australian wine is becoming more and more awful.”

Scratch the surface of just about any fine-wine dealer anywhere in the world, and the words “industrial” and “factory” and “manufactured” are never too far away once the subject turns to Australian wine. Scratch harder and you’re likely to also find an extreme ignorance of Australian geography—the vastness of this country rubbed out. As a result of this, outspoken Australian wine man Brian Croser (a former Decanter magazine Man of the Year and a celebrated Australian winemaker) noted in 2004 that you won’t find Australian wine on any of the best (restaurant) wine lists of the world. Cram your supermarket cart full of the stuff, help yourself to a bottlo bargain, and drink it in the privacy of your own home.

But good Lord, don’t even think about drinking it on a special night out. Crikey, what are ya, uncouth? Some kind of animale?

This attitude is a long way from the popular Australian belief that Australian wine is tops, and could show the stuck-up French a thing or two. Truth is, there are an increasing number of world wine opinion-makers forming the view that Australian wine is the Lego of wine, and that when the wine drinking world grows up, we’ll be left with a lake of swill that will only be good enough for … well, for uncouth Australians, really. Aussie Ben Canaider again: “If you accept that wine is a beverage and is something that should refresh, stimulate, and aid digestion, then more and more of this Australian product [my italics] doesn’t even qualify as wine. It is a kind of anti-wine…. Of course, Australian reds have always been bold and big and full of that oft-quoted sunshine-in-a-bottle, but now it seems to have taken a rather drunken step off in a frightening and grotesque direction.”

Truth also is that all this contrary, newfangled, bandwagon-jumping, blossoming world wine opinion is a load of bullcrap—and one of the main reasons why I’m firing away at my keyboard right now. Australian wine today is a great big wine wonderland, becoming more interesting by the day. In terms of Australian wine quality—and my heart sings as I say it—we’ve been through the worst of wine times, now for the best of times.

Of course, I didn’t know any of this that night at the casino restaurant with the great balls of fire exploding out the window. I just kept looking at that superior glass of Yarra Valley red wine in front of me—a cabernet, if truth be told, grown on the steep side of a hill (not a flatland) in the summer of 1994—and kept dragging it to my mouth a lot more frequently than was polite (or than my Quality Assured work procedures document would decree). The wine leapt like perfume from the glass. It slunk through my mouth with the opulent, satin-covered, thigh-like loveliness that it feels rude to enjoy in public. It had a great body, but a great personality too. It had fingers of flavor, and I wanted to keep copping a feel of it on my tongue. It had something else otherly, and I was spiraling down into it, a magic red carpet ride into a world that would fire my imagination as well as my belly. It was Australian wine, modern style, more diverse and interesting than ever. It was the start of a ride full of names I’d not then heard of, mostly because they hardly exist on the shelves of the supermarkets—arresting, peculiar, intriguing names like Giaconda, Clonakilla, Torbreck, Rockford, Jasper, Grosset, Noon, Meerea Park, Castagna, Burge, Leeuwin, Bindi, Savaterre, Pizzini, Bannockburn, Ringland, Glaetzer, Wild Duck, Majella, and a whole raft of others. It was a ride toward the wine names I did know, but which I didn’t know at all properly—old family names like Tyrrell’s, Tahbilk, Penfolds, Evans, Yalumba, De Bortoli, Hardys, and Mount Pleasant.

I say it because I mean it: it was the start of a ride that was, and is, completely and utterly thrilling, my own kind of personal wine epic. That night at the casino, as much as now, I couldn’t wait to dive into it.

Nor, of course, did I know of the fight that was looming over and around it all. The international fight over Australia’s wine credibility—a fight I’ve been calling, over the past few years, the ugly fight over this most beautiful of drinks.
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FIRE. SOUTH AUSTRALIA’S MOST FAMOUS WINE VALLEY, the Barossa, in a haze of wood smoke. The smoke comes from the burning canes of a government-sponsored rip-the-grapevines-from-the-ground scheme—thick old vines, shiraz vines, yanked from the soil and burnt, a government bounty paid on the rip. This was the mid-1980s, the end of a time when for every seven bottles of wine sold in Australia, six were white. This was the time when the big, tall, curly-haired Rick Burge, who’d been making wine at Rutherglen in northeast Victoria but whose roots were in the Barossa, came home. To buy, after a financial battle with cousin winemaker Grant Burge, the Burge Family Winemakers winery. To make Barossan red wines to the level he thought they could, and should, be made. To entwine himself in a great mound of strangling debt—sitting at half a million dollars by mid-1989, and racing at 21.75 percent interest—the kind of debt that would not only take a gigantic boom-cycle to control, but would also make him feel like he’d placed the head of his family beneath a guillotine. This was the time when Rick Burge rode in a car through the Barossa Valley one evening as the light turned low and looked at all the fire and the burning and the smoke and the rubble and the dreams shattered, and wondered what the hell he was doing burying himself and his wife and his daughters in all this debt, when everything around him burned its scorching eyes into him and said, “No. Don’t do it. The valley is going up in flames.”

Desperate, battling depression, compelled to make wine from the soil he’d grown up on—Rick Burge faces up to all the Barossan red wines he can, of all his new competitors, sets out dozens of glasses and tastes them all, comparing, trying to find the hook. The thing he wants to make. The inspiration.

“Where’s the Barossa?” he says. And his words float above those half-empty glasses and in his mind it’s like an echo that sinks into the glasses and into the wine and into his spirit too.

And then Rick’s moving faster, going back over the bottles, studying their labels, looking at the words and the brands and the marketing hoo-ha—looking for the word. The Barossa. The Barossa Valley. The land is the brand. It must be written there somewhere. Surely. The Barossa: the beautiful red heart of Australian wine.

But it’s not. Or it is—but you have to look hard for it. He has forty-nine Barossan reds on the table and no matter how hard he looks he can only find the words Barossa Valley on the label of six of them. The Barossa, he then realizes, has sunk so low that it is a dirty word in the marketplace. Instead the labels mention Barossan town names like Krondorf or Tanunda or Marananga. And everywhere he looks he sees dancing: companies dancing around the great proud Barossa Valley name, ashamed of the Barossa and the bear-hug of its big brawny masculine embrace.

This was a time—and this is the thing—immediately before it all started to take off, before Australian wine flexed its two-hundred-year history and really started to be something, and someone, in the world of wine. This is the time immediately before Australian wine stopped kowtowing and, instead, took the wider world of wine and shook a great whack of cobwebs from it. This was the time when an era of exciting wine was about to be made possible—an era when tradition, in some ways, went out the window, and new money and new people and new ways and ideas and lands flooded in, and busted the whole industry apart.

Indeed, this was the Humpty Dumpty time, at the start and through the stretch of the 1990s, when it seemed like the Australian wine industry was not only busted apart, but was also put back together differently.

Because once the boom started, there was money to be made. Lots of it, by producers, grapegrowers, and—unusually—for a short time by consumers too. It was like all the dials in the Australian wine industry’s control room (if there was such a thing) were spinning maniacally; like the magnetic forces had suddenly changed.

And once that started happening—and once the whispers started that there was easy money to be made—more people came, and then more, more than could ever be accommodated, all eager to make more and more of this ever-so-easy money—people seduced not only by the joy-filled idea of wine but also by the stories reaching the media of a boom time, of fast bucks, of tax incentives on new vineyards and on top of that a whole new raft of people who—well, people who were like me. People who had grown up on Nutri-Grain for breakfast and Southern Comfort as an initiation to adulthood. People who bought yogurt with Shrek on the lid and who knew, all too well, the flavor of Midori and lemonade—or of Bacardi Breezers, Lemon Ruskis, or, going back, Island Coolers. People, in short, who knew what it was like to be seduced by sugar—or who were prepared to jump from brand to brand, from cereal to cereal, from drink to drink.

People who could be marketed at.

People, in short, who your average French winemaker—or “upper-class grouse-hunting English dandy”—would hate.

A new world order of wine.

A Fax in the Night

A fax. It’s June and it’s cold and it’s 1998, and on a windy hillside just over the top of the Barossa Ranges there’s a house beside a vineyard. The vines growing on the vineyard are over a hundred years old, so old that they’re hardly vines, they’re bushes—there’s no trellising, no training, the vines grow as stumps and the arms grow as claws, and from the claws will grow small bunches of the most profound wine grapes; grapes that will make the most profound, concentrated, glutinous wine. This wine will be rare and this wine will be loved, and the man who lives in the house will know exactly what to do with it—it’s why he’s on the vineyard, why he owns it, why he’s living on the quiet, lonely side of a quietly depressed valley—though things are changing.

The man’s name is Chris Ringland and he’s a giant—a gentle one. The sound of the fax has woken him. It’s after 3 a.m. and he hates being woken up at this time because he’s terrible at getting back to sleep—there’s always something to worry about on the vineyard, always pruning to be done or diseases to be sprayed, oak barrels with wine resting in them to be tasted and sorted and tended. He lies in bed. His bearded face is cold, and in the black night of the hillside he opens his eyes and can see nothing but the intense, smelly, pulpy purple of an imagined fermentation, a vintage of the past that he might have done differently—and then there’s another fax. It’s only been minutes from the last and, usually, he barely gets a handful of faxes a week—and then the fax beeps and tears off a sheet of paper and it’s quiet. As he lies there Chris Ringland thinks of getting up. If it wasn’t for the cold he’d have been up already. Then, after a bit, the fax goes again. Hey? This is crazy. He’s out of his bed and the hair on his face is standing on end, and as he fumbles across the rug he has the thought.

Or two thoughts—bumping against each other. Each year he makes many wines from many vineyards because that’s his life and that’s what a Barossan winemaker does. But he only makes one wine each year from his own land, his own ancient vineyard, and it’s that wine that he thinks of now. He thinks of it because he knows that bottles of that wine have gone to the United States. He sent them in the luggage of an American wine importer who came to this hillside and tasted the wine and heard the scarcity of it and wanted it—wanted it bad—wanted to buy the whole lot of it. Ringland thought of that wine and how it was now in the United States and he wondered about the fact that it would not be night in the United States, it would be daytime, business hours, and before he’d let that thought flurry he had the other: All these faxes were probably from the same person, it wasn’t really a faxing frenzy, it was nothing to do with America, it was a phantom or a clumsy-fingered person or a junk-fax or hang on, A DRUNK PERSON who’d had a magnum too many and wanted to order more wine at an ungodly hour. That would be it. This is 1998 and the about-to-be craziness of Australian wine has just tipped the balance but Chris Ringland and everyone else in Australia don’t know it yet.

Then another fax hits. Beep. B-shhhhhhhuuuuuu. Chris hits the lights and squints and wants to shield his eyes but he has to start reading. He notices straight away: not all the faxes are the same. It’s not junk or a prank but it is a bunch of letters from a bunch of different folks. One of them is a review. Many of the faxes are orders. Wine orders. From different people. Wanting to buy his wine.

Americans.

Faxes, orders, letters: from America. Suddenly.

The page with the review reads like this—it’s a review that will not only change the life of Chris Ringland, but will also change the course of Australian wine. It and a very few others like it will launch a thousand promises and a wine investment industry that will rip the guts out of so many folks that, when the run ends, one company alone will have stockpiled 1.3 million bottles of grossly overpriced, overhyped “top end” Australian wine—all of the bottles sold on a promise, on the hope of a night like this.

But that’s nothing to do with Chris Ringland—it’s just part of the effect his wine has.

The review is from an American wine reviewer named Robert Parker Jr., an ex-lawyer turned wine reviewer who writes and distributes his own newsletter; a reviewer who has been called the most influential critic—wine or otherwise—in the history of written reviews. In 1998, Robert Parker Jr. had been reviewing wine for more than twenty years but his peak was upon him and his influence colossal: he’d not long been covering Australian wine but when he did he changed it. He wrote this in 1998 about the wine Chris Ringland made in minuscule quantities from the vines that had been reaching up out of the hillside soil without any great fuss at all for a hundred seasons.

This review is historic: it changed an industry.

I kept wondering if the only reason I was not giving this wine a perfect score was because there were only 50 cases (dozen) produced. Made from yields of under one ton of fruit per acre, from 100+-year-old vines, my first impression on tasting this Shiraz was, “My God, this smells like a pristine example of 1947 Cheval Blanc.” It possesses a similar unctuosity, thickness, over ripeness, and dry vintage port-like character. Moreover, I could not believe how complex the wine’s aromatics were for its age. In addition to the tell-tale bacon fat, there were aromas of toast, smoke, cassis, cedar, and black berry jam. Viscous, full-bodied, extremely thick and heavy (no finesse to be found in this monster), this wine represents the maximum, or some would say the extreme expression of its terroir and varietal composition. Yet the wine is focused, and not heavy to drink. After keeping the wine open four days without any trace of oxidation, but rather, further development and evolution, I decided there was no further reason to delay its destiny, and drank it up. The wine achieved 15% alcohol naturally, and spent 3 years in 100% new French oak. While it is lamentable that only 50 cases were produced, I feel readers should know about wines such as this. Moreover, they stand as a beacon for other winemakers who want to achieve something as special as what winemaker Chris Ringland has accomplished.

Robert Parker then gave the wine a score of ninety-nine points out of a possible 100, the kind of score normally reserved for the best vintages of the greatest French wines—a score usually reserved for wines that sell for over $700 per bottle, on a good day.

I said $700. Per bottle.

But now the world’s most influential reviewer had spoken. About an Australian wine. And the instant his American subscribers read his words, the frenzy began: they were on the internet, on the phone, typing up orders and locating the fax number (the first flush of the internet’s global power), and shooting orders through to the house on the hillside on the quiet side of the Barossa Ranges. There were only fifty dozen bottles of the wine for the whole world—no wonder there was a stampede. Six hundred bottles—and that’s it. Most of the top Bordeaux wines—even those which cost $700 per bottle—are made in the tens and the hundreds of thousands. In Australia, they make over 800,000 bottles of Wynns Coonawarra Cabernet Sauvignon each year. And millions of bottles of Jacob’s Creek. Yet all Chris Ringland had was 600 bottles.

That wine, that Chris Ringland wine, was released at the not insignificant price of sixty Australian dollars per bottle. But within six months it was selling in American wine auction houses for over one thousand dollars per bottle—U.S. dollars, that is. Do the math: that’s an effective twenty-fold increase in six months. Imagine. If you had shot a fax through that first night with an order for all 600 bottles, and Chris Ringland had accepted your order (and what winemaker doesn’t like the thought of a quick, easy, hassle-free sale?), you’d have then been able to make over $700,000 profit at auction, all within less than a year—maybe even in less than six months.

And to make that money? All you’d have had to do was buy the wine, sit on it for six months, then roll it into auction.

In other words, all you had to do was nothing.

It took a blink for people to cotton on to this. And then it was game on.

That time in the late 1980s when the vines were getting yanked and there was smoke and people were throwing shiraz grapes into shiraz muffins and shiraz ice-cream and shiraz-and-rum chocolate and Rick Burge was wondering why he was there, why the Barossan soil meant so much to him, why he was risking so much? That time was over.

It was a new era. The likes of which no one had ever seen.

Where There’s a Quack,
There’s a Duck

The thing was, it wasn’t just happening to Chris Ringland. The Barossa was the hot spot but cross the border into Victoria and travel to the warm, dry, tomato-growing center of it, and just out of the Heathcote township 130 kilometers north of Melbourne you find a vineyard farmed at the hand of a wild man named David Anderson, a man who calls his winery Wild Duck Creek. Anderson’s nickname is Duck. He was a painter and a fencer and a drinker and a loudmouth, and like all loudmouths he liked to throw his opinions in your face. When he was in his drinking prime, he would drink through 100 dozen bottles of wine per year, or roughly two dozen bottles per week, or a smidge over three bottles per day—himself. His drinking mates did much the same—and the vast bulk of that drinking wine was high-octane, murderously rich red wine. There’s a breed of winemaker who goes to a lot of trouble in setting up a vineyard and a winery and a brand not so much in the pursuit of great wine, or great business, but to simply supply their habit. Duck Anderson is not one of them, but he sure could fool you. “When I drink,” he’s quick to admit, “I drink to get pissed.” On the matter of professional wine tasters: “If you spit, you’re not serious.” One thing was certain: if you drank his most famous wine, you certainly were “serious.”

Or so you’d hope—because Anderson’s most famous wine was so intense in its color and flavor it was like winter soup, or like mud, or like boiled-down jam. Its official name was Duck Muck. It sounded like a joke and probably was, but when the run started on Australian wine it was the joke wines, or the wines so concentrated they could easily be called ridiculous, that suddenly became red-hot property. The morning after Chris Ringland was rudely awakened by a fax machine spewing orders, David Anderson of Wild Duck Creek, in the dry, tin-pot town of Heathcote, got a phone call. The caller was an American named Dan Phillips—a man who had just hit the jackpot too; he was the American importer of both Chris Ringland’s wine and of Duck Muck.

His business was called The Grateful Palate.

“Are you sitting down?” Phillips said, as Duck Anderson recalls it. And it was a good question, because there wasn’t really anywhere for David Anderson to sit—he was standing in his front living room, or what would one day be his front living room, except that he’d been trying to build his own house for years and wasn’t finishing it in a hurry (“I operate on the pain principle. If Diana [David’s wife] is beating me up over it, I get working on it. If she’s not, I’m doing other things”). The floor was still dirt. The phone worked, but it was nailed direct to an exposed wooden beam.

“Why?” Duck Anderson says.

“You better be sitting down. You’ve just been reviewed by Robert Parker.”

“Who’s that?” Duck says.

Dan Phillips laughs. “You’ve never heard of Robert Parker?”

“Fuck a duck, I haven’t!” And as he talks, Duck Anderson looks out the window at the collection of old beat-up Volkswagen Beetles that he’s got scattered about the place—some of them with wine boxes piled up in them.

“I’ll remind you of that one day,” Phillips says. Then he adds, “He’s the most important man in wine.”

“What did he say?” And although Anderson has no regard for the Australian wine press, he’s about to develop a very different regard for the American press.

“Duck, he gave you a score out of 100, and wrote [of the 1997 Duck Muck], It’s a surreal, other-worldly style of shiraz that needs to be sipped rather than gulped, given its power and intensity. Sadly, only 70 cases.”

“This Parker bloke wrote that?”

“He sure as hell did.”

“And you mentioned a score?”

“I did. You want to know it?”

“Dan!”

“A big fat 99 out of 100!”

The Wild Duck Creek winery, that early morning, was a raw, dry, dusty place on the outer reaches of a ramshackle rural town. Wild Duck Creek was the sort of place where wine had been known to be unnecessarily “lost,” in one case $50,000 of it, because Duck Anderson had forgotten to add sulfur to a batch, and so it had spoiled—and yet he wasn’t too proud to admit his goof. Whether Duck Anderson’s place made good wine or bad, or was lauded or laughed at, nothing much was going to change there. Duck and his friends were still going to make and drink a style of wine that was as thick as coagulated blood, and whether any of that wine was ignored or fought over, there would still be blazing Sunday afternoons when the drinking got out of control, when Duck Muck Shiraz would be poured direct from a mixing tank to the throats of Duck and his friends. Wild Duck Creek was a remote, disorderly place run by people who prided themselves on “knowing almost no one in the (wine) industry”—the kind of people who liked to hand-deliver the wines to all their mail-order customers expressly so that Duck could sit down and have a drink with each of them. Wild Duck Creek was Hicksville. It was the kind of winery you’d want to film a beer commercial at … in the 1970s. In a couple of years, the phone on which Duck took that momentous call from Dan Phillips would no longer work—because rats would eat through the cable, and the living room still wouldn’t progress. Wild Duck Creek was a place that was outrageous and charming at once, a place of characters so idiosyncratic that success couldn’t much change them—even had they wanted it to.

And yet, Duck Anderson and his Wild Duck Creek winery—without him having to leave the country—had just made it big in North America. And, by dint of Robert Parker’s subscriber reach, had just made it in Hong Kong and Singapore and Taiwan too. In less than a year, at auction, his Duck Muck Shiraz would be nearly as expensive as most recent vintages of Penfolds Grange.

Yes, as expensive as Grange—and at auction, too, the great arbiter of a wine’s real value.

Such was suddenly the new way of Australian wine—the way in which little guys could crack it big and, in the process, upset the traditional wine barons.

Such was the reason why a whole bunch of people, in various parts of Australia, suddenly pricked up their ears.

Robert Parker Rules

And the little guys really could crack it big because of one man: the American wine critic Robert Parker Jr. Big Bob. The man with the nose and the power and the glory, the critic who could make you rich or keep you poor—bizarre, but the incredible truth. Parker was a man who married his childhood sweetheart, had never sired a child but had an adopted daughter; a man who treated world wine like he was its overbearing father. He still lived in the small town he’d grown up in, in Monkton in northern Maryland. It was a life path that could easily have produced a humble, inward-looking man—but there was nothing small-town about the effect he could have, nor in the worldwide reach of it. He’d been writing an advertising-free, subscriber-only newsletter since 1978; a newsletter as plain as it should have been inconsequential. It had no pictures, no articles, basic printing, and (merely) ream after ream of wine reviews and wine scores (out of 100)—the fact that grown men (and it was mostly men) took it so seriously was absurd. It was a boring newsletter but it was written in a way completely devoid of doubt: It took the insecure, objective, moneyed world of wine taste and wine quality and applied rules to it that anyone could follow—rules, if you believed in them, that were irrefutable.

And that was the compelling genius of this Robert Parker phenomenon: wine, fine wine, will almost always invoke insecurity in people—even in the most moneyed and successful and powerful of folk. Parker stopped that insecurity, or provided a way out. He made it simple. He took that insecurity and erased it for you. He reduced the pinnacle of wine to, it could seem, a simple matter of concentration—he reduced the best of wines to a drink that often tasted like a sauce. People started saying that you needed a knife and fork to eat … err, drink the wines that Robert Parker loved most. They were that thick with flavor and alcohol.

Of course, some people—the snobs—were quick to label these wines as monstrosities, which just egged Parker’s followers on all the more. Nobody likes a snob who hasn’t got a sense of humor. Legions flocked to him. Robert Parker Jr., alone among all the world’s wine critics, seemed to create irrefutable judgments on irrefutable wines, at last taking the chaotic snobby sophistication of wine assessment and turning it into something so much simpler—into a set of rules that anyone could follow, and no one could deny.

You think that light, complex, elegant wine is great?

No, sucker. That (insert blast of mud-thick 100-point Parker-anointed wine here) is a wine.

Kaboom.

Ha ha.

The basic rule: bigger is better, more is glorious, the blacker, the richer, the inkier, the more intense the wine—the better.

If the wine is scarce—made in quantities so small that people who can afford everything find the wines hard to attain, which turns sourcing them into a competition, which makes it even more fun and worth even greater bragging rights—even better.

If the crusty hierarchies of wine snobbery tumble in the application of this rule? The sweetest outcome of all.

For decades, or for centuries, the British and the French had controlled the appreciation and trade and judgment of wine, the result being a class-based born-to-rule system designed to keep the little guys down and the big boys in scented leather and velvet. You scratch my white, wimpy back, and I’ll scratch yours, and to hell with whatever the real story might be.

Robert Parker shattered that.

Robert Parker took the world of wine, and in all sense and meaning of the word, Americanized it.

And that changed everything—and dangled a big fat juicy carrot before the sun-blessed eyes of Australian wine.

It set a wine style, sure, but more so it bloomed an opportunity: for big wines and big money and big access to world markets.

Australian wine, from the day Robert Parker’s reviews set foot in it, would never be the same. It would even start to taste different.

The root of the rise; the folly of the fall. Depending on your nature—or which side of the tracks you come from—Australian wine from then on was firmly set on a hell ride to heaven…or hell.

White and Red Wedding

The music was loud. I was singing to it, dancing in our one-bedroom apartment, two weeks after getting married, a bottle of Jamiesons Run Cabernet Merlot in one hand and my wife in the other. We’d just finished painting the walls of our apartment a lemon yellow, the color of optimism. We’d put in golden polished floorboards, painted the bathroom blue, cut the rims in white. It was a tiny place but a sunny one, beach-like, Australia in a few square meters. In it, we drank nothing but Australian wine: if I ever paid a little more, I expected to receive more. More flavor. Robert Parker was a name I knew, and had an opinion on, but back then I didn’t have my own mind on him. I was an amateur version of him without even knowing it. More flavor is better. Otherwise … why pay more?

We’d served two wines at our wedding: Jamiesons Run Red and Mount Pleasant Elizabeth Semillon. We’d served the red because we liked it; the white because the wine media told us it was good. Both wines went over great. There were some bottles of both left (more of the white than of the red) so we’d taken them home and, as we would for the next few weeks, we were hooking into them. Both wines were from the 1994 vintage. Both were bought from the Vintage Cellars store in South Melbourne, the place I’d soon come to haunt on most of my lunch breaks from work—since the casino fires went up and the thunder of obsession rolled in. I was getting revenge on my employer—he might have been responsible for me spending far more money on wine than I could afford, but my employer was also paying a price in lost productivity. I went from merely enjoying a glass of wine a few times a week to thinking about it all day. I had an office to myself and a bank of cabinets stacked with photos of engineers and scientists and former CEOs—photos which quickly began to give way to wine books and wine magazines and, especially, to wine bottles. People would come in and ask for something from those filing cabinets and I’d do some clumsy oh-so-casual leaning against the doors, striking up a conversation on whether anyone would ever beat the Bombers—trust me, you don’t ever want to see me draping myself across anything, let alone filing cabinets. One person, near the end of my time in that job, looked at my languid limbs flopping about the files and asked: “What the hell are you doing?” That might have been my last day.

During this time I started checking in on internet wine forums an average of 3,000 times per day—during work hours—a fact the IT manager found so bizarre that he put it down to a system malfunction; he thought the websites visited statistics were wrong. I chose not to set him straight. I got a cellar going—or had a place in the garage beneath our apartment—where I collected bottles of Leasingham Bin 56 Cabernet Malbec, Wynns Coonawarra Shiraz, Penfolds Koonunga Hill Cabernet-Shiraz, Orlando St Hugo Cabernet Sauvignon, Richmond Grove Riesling, and Zema Estate Cabernet. I threw a pile of old coats and an offcut of carpet over the top of them all, in an attempt to keep the temperature stable. I played with these bottles on weekends, fondling them, smoothing away the merest accumulation of dust, wondering when they might be ready to drink. In a newly married man, this behavior was either a cute kind of nesting or was rather disturbing.

No, it’s becoming clearer now—I’m certain it was nesting. Let’s admit, then, that I was hung up on wine—indeed, I could even have been called wine obsessed. I started joking to my wife that should we have children, perhaps we could have lots and call them Cabernet, Franc, Merlot, and (obviously the runt of the litter) Petit Verdot. There was also the night with the candlelights and the Swiss chocolate and the bearskin rug beside the fireplace when I groaned “Coonawarra” at the wrong moment—but I don’t like to talk about that and anyway, it was my birthday. Come on.

What did worry me, though, was that soon I couldn’t look at an opened bottle of Pepsi without thinking to myself “mid-shoulder,” in reference to the fact that the level of old wines can drop below the shoulder of the bottle (a fact buyers of old wine at auction are super-fastidious over), and I had started to swirl and sniff glasses of water. Around this time I heard the phrase “beautifully full, round, and firm with legs like you wouldn’t believe,” and the first thing I thought of was wine. The second thing I thought of was its alcohol content. If someone asked me around this time what I’d like to get up to with Paris Hilton, I bet I would have replied, “a delicate bottle of Lovedale Semillon would be good—from her birth year. It’s probably the current release.”

Because I was—and I calmly admit this—tending (just a bit) toward being hung up on wine, I wanted to write about it. I’d started a journalist cadetship in 1987 and had written ever since, and while I was by no means a good journalist I was good at being a control freak over what I wrote about. I could write well, if I was passionate about the subject. I could not write well if I was not (as hundreds of editors would grimly attest). I started writing comments on a new wine retail website called Wine Planet. I contributed to internet wine forums. I wrote a letter to wine media star Max Allen, who I’d never met, asking if he had any work I could do, writing about wine. He e-mailed me back. He thanked me (and I quote him direct) for my “impassioned plea,” and suggested some work. I nearly jumped down his throat with enthusiasm. His second e-mail to me began with the words: “Whoa, Silver!”

But within a few months, I was getting the odd gig, writing about wine. I started writing about it as Australian wine went off—its head, the scale, the boom, the lot. I was wine mad, but in many respects I was a wine innocent. I knew it. I was determined not to pretend any different: I hoped this innocence might turn out to be an advantage. It might make it easier to spot the absurd. Easier to ask the dumb questions.

Little did I know, the lambs and the wolves of the industry were out, and there was some mauling about to be done. I was a sponge to the sights and sounds of it all.

The Democracy of Wine

Wine has an extraordinary ability to be a wank-o-rama—and yet it’s also extraordinarily accessible. Barring a couple of very famous exceptions, when I sank myself deep into Australian wine in the late 1990s, there were very few wines that weren’t within the average person’s financial reach—providing they wanted it badly enough (and even the famous exceptions were a recent phenomenon, as a torrent of “you’ll never guess what I bought a bottle of Grange for in the 1980s” stories shows). Just about anyone with a full-time job could buy any Australian wine—if only in single bottles, if only on special occasions, if only they were into that kind of thing. As luxuries go, this is unusual. But it’s part of wine’s humble democracy. In Australia, everyone should be able to afford a decent bottle of wine. Take that away from Australians and there will be a revolution.

But thanks to Robert Parker Jr. and the wave of confidence his words—and scores—blew through the Australian wine industry, in the late 1990s this notion had the blowtorch applied. Those internet wine forums I mentioned—they crackled with tension. It was heady, steamy, stormy. This was when the nexus between wine and loyalty began to be broken. Loyalty is like glass: once broken, it can be repaired, but never to its original state.

Loyalty. Money. In wine, the two are always linked. Penfolds Bin 389 (known, until this time, as Poor Man’s Grange), which was widely discounted to under $20 for the 1996 release, opened up at $39.99 at Vintage Cellars for the 1998 release. Fox Creek’s JSM red blend, which sold for low $20s in Australia, started selling for US$40 in the U.S. market—and because of the internet, savvy Australian consumers became aware of it. Rumors, jitters, the pervading feeling that common sense had taken a walk. Mount Langi Ghiran’s Shiraz jumped by $10 per bottle in a single bound. Three Rivers Shiraz—the Chris Ringland shiraz, born on a quiet hillside—shot from the sixty-odd dollars it was before its mammoth Parker review, to $600 per bottle, direct from the winery. Wynns Coonawarra Estate Cabernet Sauvignon, beloved stablemate of red wine drinkers since the 1950s, shot from $21 to $28 from the 1997 vintage to the 1998 vintage, street price. Hardy’s Eileen Hardy Shiraz 1998 blasted loyal Australian business-lunch consumers into shock when it soared by $15 per bottle from the 1997 release to the 1998 release—creating the very ugly sight of a wine that you could pick up for $50 two years prior suddenly sitting at $75 by the dozen (and headed for $90). Extra supplies of gin and tonic had to be ordered at The Melbourne Club when that news came in. To rub that in, Penfolds RWT, on the track record of a single vintage, jumped thirty bucks per bottle for its second (the first release wasn’t even that good, and it was still asking eighty bucks—such was the hurtling mania of the time). In percentage terms, these were whopping increases.

Some of these were expensive wines to start with—but the increases rippled everywhere, and every wine on the pond, the theory went, would eventually bob sharply upward. Suddenly there weren’t just one or two Australian wines priced at over $100 per bottle—there were lots of them. Dozens. Many of them wines and brands most people had never heard of—not even the most cross-browed wine nerd. There were even white wines asking three figure amounts—white wines that, as it turned out, weren’t all that great.

Talk on the wine forums was that folks were buying up big—before all the wines they loved, and had been loyal to, were priced out of their reach. I hate paying $28 for a wine, but I was paying $14 for it just two years ago, and I’m scared that it will be $75 in another two years’ time. Others simply had a hissy fit and shot off: For every wine with an ego problem, there’s a new label just trying to get established—at a realistic price. The chase for new brands was on. Loyalties shifted. The wine media started getting cranky, accusing wine makers of greed. I sat in the lunch room of the Rolf Binder winery in the Barossa Valley at this time with winemakers Rolf Binder and Rick Burge and questioned whether things were getting out of hand. There were sandwiches on a plate on a light Laminex table. Burge had a sore eye, and was wearing dark sunglasses. Both men, not too long earlier, had received high scores from Robert Parker for the wines that they made. It had changed their lives. They were both at the start of an extravagant adventure that was upon them before they’d dreamed it—an extravagant adventure with a mind of its own. It was a lot like fame. Fortune, or financial reward, came with it.

So did unease.

The question hung in the lunchroom air. The smell of salami and white bread and the wet, dusty, sweetish smell of wood barrels with wine in them. Then Burge explained that he was “an overnight sensation that took sixteen years to make. The phone call for me came in March 2000—and really, life hasn’t been the same since.

“It was fucking unbelievable,” he continued. “I wasn’t looking for it. I didn’t try to engineer it. I was just happy with what I was doing. But … I’d come in of a morning and there’d be fax paper everywhere. Before that [Parker] rating I used to go through a roll of fax paper about once every three or four weeks. Suddenly, I started going through five or six rolls every week.”

But then, Burge turned defiant. He said that the increased prices were just reward for the quality of the wines. He said that the Barossa’s best wines, made from grapes grown on the oldest, rarest grapevines in the world, had been undervalued for too long. Within reason, he said, it was high time that the prices were “internationalized”—instead of the best Australian wines being priced at a quarter or a fifth or a tenth of other great wines in the world, it was time that they came into line with them. Burge then said, in relation to the price of good wine in Australia, “the honeymoon is over.”

It was a phrase that echoed.

When I called wine distributor Alan Nelson around the same time, he used the same words. He also predicted that the situation would soon get worse. “We are now moving quickly to a world market,” he said back then, “and as such will see producers who make high-quality wines consistently in higher demand—and this demand can only grow. The world has found us, and we will never reverse what has begun.” Nelson also noted that, historically, Australians have relied too heavily on the relationship between the price of production and the price of the wine. As with any luxury good—there need be no such relationship.

Scarily, funnily, ironically, at the time I also called Robert Rees of the wine investment house Heritage Fine Wines. Heritage was to become infamous—by 2006 investors had pumped $76 million into it, using these funds to buy 1.3 million bottles of the nation’s best or most “investment worthy” wines—only to see the whole scheme collapse. This was yet to come—for now, Rees reckoned that there were plenty more stories like Three Rivers Shiraz on the cards: “I’ve just come back from America, and I can assure you, we’re just tickling the belly of the dragon. What precious little of our premium wine makes it over there gets snapped up very, very quickly.” Rees saw Australian wine as a “breath of fresh air” for international collectors, offering “something new to covet.” Rees was betting—or, more accurately, he was convincing a lot of moms and dads and corporate investors to bet—that Australian wine prices were about to explode.

Lunatics, it seemed clear, had taken full control of the wine asylum, and were planning massive renovation and expansion. I saw no other option at the time than to call (the now deceased) Dr. John Middleton, founder of the Mount Mary winery in Victoria’s Yarra Valley. He was as old school as a striped blue tie. He’d never had an opinion he hadn’t yelled—at times snootily, always intelligently—from the rooftops. This whole mess had been fueled by a member of the wine media—Robert Parker—and Middleton hated the wine media. “It’s at the point where I can no longer afford the price of my own wines when I dine at restaurants,” Dr. Middleton said, late one Friday afternoon, my phone ringing not a second after I’d finished leaving a message. He insisted that he’d just seen his wines selling at a restaurant for a quite astonishing $230 per bottle (for his chardonnay) and $410 (for his cabernet blend)—wines that he’d sold for $37.50 and $92.50 respectively (no mean prices in themselves, good doctor) only months earlier.

“I have friends call me who’ve been loyal customers, who say that they can no longer afford my wines. I’ve tried to restrain my prices for a bloody long while, but there has been a lot of pressure applied in the past five years, with people continually pointing out that others are galloping past you.”

Which, of course, was the crux of the problem. A bunch of unknown wines from the Barossa, Heathcote, and McLaren Vale wine regions had got themselves stamped with huge scores by the big bad American, and as a result people were piling serious cash into nabbing bottles of them. The old school of Australian wine did not gaze idly on. It wrung its cravats in horror. It was used to an elite footing, and loathed the idea that thick, easy-to-understand (God forbid), Americanized wines were suddenly marching out of the shops faster and at higher prices than their own—worse, they were getting all kinds of publicity, even in the traditional media. It was a scandal. It was preposterous. It could not be tolerated.

So up went their prices as well.

Before the French really started to hate us—we had our own homegrown snobs flopping about wildly.

“Flippers,” Dr. Middleton then said, right in the thick of all this. “They’re the problem. The lowlifes who buy your wines at reasonable prices and then race out and sell them at higher prices before the wines ever even make it to their homes! I caught one of them you know—I saw him park his car out the front of a wine shop, then try to sell my wine on at a profit. You know what I did? I took down his license number and had him traced—and took him off the mailing list!”

I got off the phone and Jim Watt, of the Fox Creek winery in McLaren Vale—one of the uncouths with a top-scoring Americanized wine under his belt—called. He said a lot of things, both bullish and wise. Then he paused and said: “Though you know, all these high prices are ridiculous in a rational world. This crazy bubble will, I think, eventually burst.”

Which flowed beautifully on to what a stockbroking friend said to me later that same night, over the dinner table, over a wine: “A lot of people in the wine industry should be asking themselves: what if this is as good as it gets?”

The Office Bike

A journalist friend captured a shocking image that’s always stuck in my mind. It was from a horse race in Werribee in Victoria in 1986, a warm October day during this track’s big day of the year, the Werribee Cup. The place was packed. The alcohol was flowing. The flirting was just warming up when, in the first race of the day, a hurdle, a horse went down at the final jump. It happened right in front of the festive crowd, the sort of crowd that only goes to the races in spring and thinks that horses are as much for show as for dough. Suddenly there was a beautiful, heaving beast writhing on the track in front of them.

The thing is, the horse was attended to, and a decision was made, and right there and then, right in front of the crowd, at the end of the very first race of the big frivolous day, the horse was shot dead. People were crying; it was like the horse’s blood had splattered across the crowd. My journalist friend wrote of the incident in an article titled “They Shoot Horses …” and while I still enjoy horseracing, in some ways that image of a dead horse in front of the crowd, and that title to the article, always shadow my thoughts.

When the Australian wine industry was at its most manic—between 1998 and 2002—an image struck me in a similar way. The image was simple and moving, like it was clipped from a Nanni Moretti film. It was at the massive, newly built Wolf Blass winery in the Barossa. It wasn’t a dramatic image—but it spoke loudly. Vivid images, like the very best wines, not only linger in the mind, but help reinterpret every like-image, or every like-wine, you experience from then on.

The image at Wolf Blass was simple: I was walking with wine promoter Stuart Gregor and Wolf Blass winemaker Wendy Stuckey out in the hot sun of the morning. We were going to see the new wine tank farm they’d built there—the tank farm that’s so big it’s not so much a farm as a broadacre homage to the big, high-volume end of winemaking—when a man on a bicycle rode past with a thin glass tube in his hand, and the glass tube contained a sample of wine. He had slipped the tube into a wine barrel, sucked some wine into it, then hopped on his bicycle and ridden out into the sunny day, out past the big white gleaming wine tanks.

The new Wolf Blass winery is so big that when workers want to taste a wine from a barrel, they don’t casually walk a few steps or climb a few rungs—they get on their bicycle and hot-pedal out into the big blue refinery-like yonder. Then they ride—silently, man, bike, and wine—all the way back.

Australian wine is a lot more than an industrial soup. It is individual, idiosyncratic, and honest.

But it does, too, have that refinery-like, industrial side to it and—when you see the sprawling farms of tanks with wine in them in the Barossa and in Griffith and in Mildura and elsewhere—the scale of it yanks the back of your shirt and drags you back a few meters. It is arresting.

And at the start of this century, those tank farm wineries were expanding. It was part of the seismic shift in world wine.

The Boomtown Stats

And that cosmic shift can be illustrated with mention of raw figures. Their bold plain truth is meant to stagger. In 1996, sensing the cusp of a boom, the Winemakers’ Federation of Australia launched a Strategy 2025 planning document. It set targets of production and consumption, in the hope of an export eruption. It reached those targets faster than anyone could have hoped or dreamed.

The focus of the strategy, as the title suggests, was the year 2025. What happened was—well, two things at once. Once the targets had been announced, no one wanted to be the last one in. And so the biggest boom in Australia’s 200-year-old wine history promptly detonated—kicked no doubt along by the power of Robert Parker Jr., and the perfect storm his subjective judgments somehow whipped up.

But this boom would have happened anyway. So many stars had been moving into line over so many years that it had become inevitable. There were people—investors, governments, sea-changers—all excited by fields of vineyard dreams, just ready to charge. There were grapegrowers getting good prices for their grapes and keen to plant more. The document was therefore released, and out the bullish people went, across the land, digging, planting, and watering, the Great Vine Rush of recent history.

There was a simple, thirty-year target: to create a $4.5 billion Australian wine industry.

It reached this target in four years.

When that planning document was launched, Australia boasted a tick over 850 wineries. It was a healthy industry, our supermarkets were full of Australian wine, and the idea that a nation like China or Chile might one day pose a wine threat was largely laughable. The Australian wine industry was an appropriate number of clicks beyond cottage and was arguably healthier than it had ever been.

Context: in the twenty years between 1900 and 1919, only six new Australian wine producers started up. In the next thirty years, to 1949, twenty-six new producers emerged. This is why, in 1930s Australia, every wine producer knew the first name of every other wine producer—there were only a few handfuls of them. In the next twenty years, the rate of increase sped up a little—sixty more were created, or an average of three new wine producers each year. Three per year.

Then something happened: in the 1970s, 209 new producers came on board, or an average of nearly twenty new wine producers each year. It was a warm-up.

Though, as it turned out, it was nothing. The 1980s nearly doubled that rate, with a net gain of 386 new wine producers for the decade. This was close to forty new producers each year. Considering that this is accumulative—and takes into account producers that have fallen by the wayside—this was an industry going places. Growth like this, at an increasing rate, is good.

Then came the 1990s and, egged on by elaborate plans to become a major world wine player, things got a little silly. Nine hundred and fifty new wine producers sprang to life, at a whopping 95 per year. Every few days there was a new wine producer. On top of all the other producers already accumulated.

It didn’t stop there. In the five years to 2005, another 413 new producers jumped up, taking the total number to a good deal over 2,000—maybe to over 2,500. In the 1940s, there were only thirty-something wine producers in Australia. The Australian wine industry is old—a couple of centuries old—but the vast bulk of it is new. In rough terms, 1,300 of the 2,000-plus wine producers in Australia bottled their first wine in the last ten years. In 2004 the Australian and New Zealand Wine Industry Directory noted that “Over the past three years, a new wine producer opened for business every 55 hours…. The number of wine companies has doubled since 1996. The first Directory, published in 1983, listed only 344 wine producers.”

Since 1983, then, the Australian wine industry—in terms of the number of producers—has grown sevenfold. In the three years between the end of 1996 and the end of 1999, the Winemakers’ Federation of Australia says that Australian vineyard plantings, in area, increased by 40,000 hectares. It had taken thirty years to plant the previous 40,000 hectares.

With steady growth comes steady prosperity—and then some. Australian wine exports sat at just $10 million in 1990; by 2005 they’d exploded to $2.8 billion, with over 720 million liters of Australian wine flooding into world wine markets.

But, alas, with explosive growth inevitably comes pain—that is easy to see.

Midday in the Garden
of Good and Evil

Lying by the side of the grenache vineyard on the Noon property in McLaren Vale is a tangled mound of dead vine arms. They are thick, beaten-up, craggy old vine branches, sawn from vines harboring a famous plant disease called dead arm—it kills one half of each vine, the end result resembling a bunch of fallen soldiers. The good arm, though, grows intense, small, highly valuable grapes. When Australian wine was going gangbusters and the Robert Parker frenzy was on a bolt, there was a sense that the Australian wine industry had a case of dead arm: it was great and rich and profitable, and alive, but there was a disease at play too.

One symptom of that disease was greed.

One man who took greed and mulched it in his compost, though, was Drew Noon. Here was a man who didn’t need a market correction or a wake-up call to know his priorities. He made big-flavored wine with a big, honest heart, the value of anything and the price of everything forever clear. He was a humble man and a family man, and when the men with bagfuls of cash rocked up to his door, he stood firm in his doorway and steered them back down the road. Good men never take fortune for granted.

Drew Noon is a good man. He grew up on a mixed farm in McLaren Vale—fruit and wine and nuts. He wanted to roam. He became a winemaker, but a journeyman. He took work far away, at Tyrrell’s and Cassegrain in New South Wales’ Hunter Valley, the cool drift of the McLaren Vale coast replaced by the humidity and rain and volatility of the landlocked north.

Then he moved—all over Victoria, as the state’s consultant winemaker. For fifteen years. Region after region, grapegrower after grapegrower, moving all the time. Everywhere he went, he helped people just like his mom and dad—fruit farmers, grapegrowers, toilers of the land. Through that time, though, he never considered returning to run his own family farm. He didn’t even care if it slid away—until it was about to be put on the market.

Then he came home, in a rush, the skills and scars of travel all bound up in his soul. In 1996, he stepped back into the place where he’d spent his childhood—and hardly anything had changed. The place was old and wooden and dusty, the wine barrels so big they reached up over his head. It was like stepping back fifty years, to a time in Australian wine before Penfolds Grange had been invented. He could have changed it all. He could have sought debt, played his hand, marked his bets in red. He could have done all kinds of rash-headed, modern-sounding things.

Except that in all this rush and travel Drew Noon had become a slow, careful man, impervious to the wind. The Noon family wines were not highly regarded. He had to do something—and so he did. In a year, Drew Noon had turned the quality of the Noon wines on their head.

It wasn’t big business. It wasn’t profit or greed or volume. It was simple: he used his head, his talent, the seasons of knowledge gained in lands far and wide. Things that had been passed on from thinker to tinkler.

In practice, he did simple, old-fashioned things that took time and effort and care—and did them well. He turned grapes into wine in old open vats. He pressed the grapes with an old wooden basket press. He settled and matured the wines and then bottled them without clarifying them; these were not squeaky clean cornflake wines; these were wines that could only come from a small farm. They weren’t homemade; they were homespun. They were both an art and a craft in a bottle.

And in simplicity, there was nowhere to hide: simplicity is hard, but fair.

And with that, he made good, distinct wine.

And when the wine was made good, it was noticed.

By the American man.

By Robert Parker Jr.

The Noon wines in the hands of Drew tasted smooth, powerful, as rich as the land and the summer seasons they were grown in. They were handcrafted wines but, for their like, they were still cheap—so cheap, they became a flipper’s delight. You could buy a bottle of his reserve shiraz for twenty bucks—and then on-sell it at a wine auction, if you knew how, for $100 … American dollars. It was money for nothing—money Drew Noon could have slipped into his own pocket. He resisted.

Others didn’t. The Noon winery cellar door had been open every day except Christmas and Good Friday for twenty-five years: the demand jumped so fiercely, of a sudden, that it had to close; Noon simply ran out of wine. It is now open for two weekends each year only—for the new year’s release—then it closes again. On those two weekends, it is shoulder-to-shoulder room only.

When, after a half-dozen years, he nudged his prices slightly higher—to $25 per bottle, for a wine which sells at auction for double that—he explained the rise apologetically, outlining that it’s “necessary to balance increasing production costs over the past couple of years but [also to] assist in funding a charity project which we have been wanting to undertake for quite some time. We are hoping to be able to sponsor at least ten foster children.”

That statement was in a letter. Questioned further, in person, he said: “We possibly could charge more in the short term. But as long as we can pay the bills, I’m happy. Charging more would just increase the pressure, and make the expectations higher. Put it this way: I’m happy with how things are, and I’m not looking for any more pressure.

“I’m delighted by what’s happened [because of Robert Parker]—and it has been a big change, but we feel like we’ve been bloody lucky, and what we’re now trying to do is to work even harder to maintain and increase the standard of what we’re doing, to try to maintain that luck.

“And while there’s a lot of luck here and we do feel fortunate, we’ve also been concerned about how quickly things have moved, because you see fashions in this industry and in other industries where something is fashionable for a short time—and then it disappears. In a way, excess demand is almost as dangerous as not enough demand. We feel like we’re balanced on a pinhead—we feel like we could easily fall from excess demand to not enough.

“We fear that one day we’ll wake up and the phone will stop ringing and we’ll have all this wine to sell—our only defense against that is to make the best wine that we can, and to sell it at a reasonable price. What I’m saying is that we won’t ever take our customers for granted. We sell almost all of our wine by mail order now, so we feel like we almost know all our customers personally, and we don’t want to slip up on them.”

And then he said the thing that keeps him steady. The wisdom of the generous.

“You know what? Parker could be wrong. It’s important that as a producer we don’t ever look at his score as the endgame of what we’re doing. People enjoying our wine is the real endgame. So while the Parker ratings have opened a lot of doors for us, it’s important for us to remember that that’s not why we’re here. Better than a high Parker score is for a customer to ring us up and tell us that they opened a bottle the night before, and it was really good, that they bloody loved drinking it.”

We walk out into a warm January evening, dirt and stone puffing at our steps. A cool breeze sheers off the nearby sea. We walk past spreads of wild olive trees, rows of precious old bush vine grenache, banks of protea flowers slicing one vineyard from another. Drew notes that McLaren Vale was once awash with apricots, almonds, and grapes—grapes had only come to dominate the region because, unlike almonds and apricots, the price of them isn’t set by the pound; their quality is important.

On the Noon land, the grenache grape rules: “You don’t often hear people say it, but to make grenache that is pure and powerful and complex is not an easy thing. Grenache is like pinot noir in the vineyard—it’s difficult. It’s unforgiving. But when it’s good it has the great ability to drink very well when it’s quite young—so I don’t berate people who like to drink them straight away, because a lot of people don’t really like old wine, and particularly old grenache, and that’s fine—but they will also age slowly, and well. They’ll keep.”

As Drew talks and I look around, it’s very easy to think that this man and his vineyards, and the wines he presses from them, are as much the true heart of McLaren Vale and Australian wine and the love affair it’s had with the average consumer as anything or anyone. “I’m the same as my father,” he says. “I like actually making wine. I like pruning in winter and picking and making it and bottling it—I enjoy the feeling of being a craftsman. I’m not a manager, and I wouldn’t be any good as one. So I don’t want to get bigger. I like being small.”

And then, “It would be nice for a winemaker to live a few lifetimes.” He speaks into the soft twilight air. “To see the vines and the wines at the start and at the finish and to see what happens to them all—and to learn.”

Indeed it would.

It’s not possible though. More’s the pity, young industry. More’s the pity.

Wine Investment?

I’m in my car when he calls. I pull over, take the call, love the sound of the words—there’s a man on the line and he wants to talk about wine. I’ve started writing stories on wine, and the thought that wine people might call me and want my time and want to tell me things, and may even want to send me free wine—I love the idea of it. He talks of the mania going on in wine, and how the ride is going to spin even faster, and how there are outstanding opportunities for me to make money from it. “How’s that?” I ask. And it’s only then that it dawns that this may be a cold call; he may not think I’m important at all.

“Wine investment,” he says. “There’s real money to be made. Access Economics found that wine outperforms shares.” A reference to a study into the financial performance of Penfolds Grange Shiraz, although, tellingly, this study was of a single vintage of it: 1971 Penfolds Grange. If this study had been done on most other vintages, and most especially on a more recent vintage, the results would have been far less spectacular.

But let’s not let the facts get in the way of a good story.

“Where did you say you’re from?”

“Heritage Fine Wines,” he says.

“And what does Heritage do?”

“I have a portfolio of wines here that you’ll have to act fast on or it will all be gone. These are getting snapped up fast.”

I remember it now. I had been storing my wine at Millers Wine Storage in Abbotsford in Melbourne, and there was a sign-up form for information from Heritage Fine Wines. There was no mention of it being a boiler-room operation pushing wine investment. But here it is. Wine, limited production wine, is being pushed as the biggest moneymaking fad since ostrich farming (ahem).

“What wines are in the portfolio?” I ask.

“We have a wine that we really think is going to take off in the U.S.,” he says. “It’s called Neck Oil.” And he laughs.

We both do. Some of the names of these wines are crazy, masculine, like the spoils of another era’s hunt.

“I’ll tell you what,” he says. “I’ll send you a bottle—you drink it and tell me that Robert Parker isn’t going to go crazy over it when he tastes it—and then you watch the price take off! It’s going to be a rocket, baby!” And then he said it again: “You taste it—I can tell that you know your stuff—you taste it, and you’ll know. You can’t lose with this stuff. It’s magic.”

And so he does send me a bottle—and I do taste it. And it tastes pretty good. Rich, warm, all the things good dark South Australian shiraz should taste of.

Indeed, it’s right up my alley—the further I float into wine, the more horsepower I desire in it. I want my glass stuffed full of flavor. I go to bed whispering the word Reserve. I’ve gone from spending $10 to $15 on most of the wines I drink, to spending $25 to $35. It’s the price of enthusiasm. I’ve come to demand a lot of each wine—as each wine has come to demand a lot of me.

Swing that Yellow Tail!

When Drew Noon felt the hot wind of demand, he put the Sold Out sign up. You grow wine in the spring and the summer, you don’t dig it up or mix it up or order in plastic and mold some more—the beauty and drama of agriculture. This is why wine is usually a “vintage” product, the taste of a single season in a glass. It is finite—you can only sell as much as you grow. Wisdom though, when it’s conventional, is vulnerable to the curveball. Enter the Casella family. This is where audacity meets genius. They set out to prove that nothing grows quite so big as the small.

Which is why you will find people standing in the kitchens of Griffith in far west New South Wales now, scratching their heads and wondering what happened to that nice Italian family with the little winery down the road. They’ve been making wine there since 1969, growing wine grapes since before then—indeed, if you go back to their roots in Italy, this family has been growing wine grapes since 1820. For all of that time, they’ve done so inconspicuously. Some might even say that they’ve done so poorly—certainly the wines have never grabbed any great attention. It doesn’t matter anymore. There are big volume wine players in Griffith, the McWilliam and De Bortoli families the names with the biggest wine muscles. They, too, are scratching their heads and looking in a direction they’ve never had much cause to look in the past. They’re looking at little old Casella, and wondering how it suddenly got bigger than them. Number-one-selling-Australian-wine-in-America bigger.

No wonder it’s freaking a lot of the locals out.

There are trucks everywhere—lined up along the road, the drivers huddled around, cigarettes in hands, awaiting their turn. They fill nearly fifty trucks every day—each of them full of 1,200 dozen bottles of wine. Welcome to the site of the biggest single-company explosion in Australian wine—ever. Welcome to Yellow Tail. They make and blend so much wine here and are increasing their sales at such a rate that they’re not only constantly loading semitrailer load after semitrailer load, but Phillip Casella also reckons that there wouldn’t be a single ship leaving the Melbourne ports (the wine is trucked from Casella to the Griffith railyard, then rail freighted to Melbourne) bound for the United States, Canada, and most likely Europe, that wouldn’t have containers full of Yellow Tail wine on it. Pick a ship, any ship, any time of the year—and there are thousands of cartons of Yellow Tail wine on it.

There is no Sold Out sign going up around here.

Sometimes, rare times, the stars align themselves—and sometimes, rare times, the right mind is there to take advantage.

Yellow Tail is an off-the-shelf brand name. The design (it has a kangaroo on the front of the bottle) was not the idea of anyone at Casella—it was the idea of the advertising and design agency the Casella folks approached, in search of a different “look.” This agency essentially plucked the Yellow Tail mock-up from their shelf and went, “What do you think of this?” The Casella folks liked it—even though their U.S. distributor didn’t. The Yellow Tail folks were right.

The reason Casella was looking for a new brand was that its employee, John Soutter, had been trying to crack the United States market with the wine brand they’d come up with themselves: Carramar Estate. It was a dud—or, in the words of Phillip Casella, was a “me-too product,” not only made to smell and taste like so many other wannabes, but packaged similarly too. Soutter flogged it for a couple of years, and the response was so mediocre that Soutter’s perception of the market became acute. Nothing sharpens quite like hard-fought failure.

The stars: the giant Australian wine company Southcorp—owner of Penfolds, Wynns Coonawarra Estate, Lindemans, and a whole lot more—had just taken over the highly successful Rosemount Estate. As soon as Southcorp took control, though, it let Rosemount’s managers run the new megacompany. The evicted were treated like the victors. Rules that work in one family, though, rarely work in another. The strategy was a flop. More importantly, it meant that, for a time, Australia’s biggest wine company dropped the ball in the United States. It was too busy shuffling and reorganizing and Rosemount-ing the business. Nero was fiddling.

That was when John Soutter’s failure-sharpened skills and the ambition of a new generation of Casellas and this little kangaroo-splashed bottle looked around and went: “Anyone using that ball? No? Let’s run!”

Rome, in the form of Casella, suddenly burned its competitors away.

The ambitious plan was to go from zero to 25,000 dozen wine bottle sales in the United States in a single year. Going by the (lack of) success of the Carramar Estate brand, that was going to be one hell of a haul.

There were two reasons why the Casellas were so bullish. One: they knew how lucky they were. The Southcorp–Rosemount rationalization caused all the big Southcorp brands to move over to the U.S. distributor of Rosemount. This left a gaping hole in the product offerings of a wine distribution company called W.J. Deutsch. It had been the U.S. distributor of the massive Australian brand Lindemans. The United States market is notoriously difficult to negotiate for Australian wine companies, not only because of the fierce competition, but also because many states have their own liquor laws—there’s none of the freewheeling flow across state borders that you see in Australia. When Deutsch took on Yellow Tail, all such complications evaporated. It was like going from gridlock to the open highway.

If that wasn’t luck enough, at the very time of Yellow Tail’s release, the coalition of the willing invaded Iraq, and the French called foul. In the United States, then, for a time, there was an anti-French sentiment, including calls to boycott French products. Yellow Tail would launch onto American shelves at the time of this boycott.

John Soutter and the Casella family, too, had noticed a couple of things. They knew all about the Parker-fueled Australian cult-wine rage burning through American fine wine circles—a rage that was all about thick, sweet, fruit-jammed wines that not only screamed sunshine but also ripe, fruit-sugary sweetness. They’d battled for so long in the darkness of the fringes that the bright shining light of this rage must have burned them strong—and with, at the time, a low Australian dollar (down to forty-nine cents against the U.S. dollar), the next thought was the killer one: we can’t compete with the bruising wines of the Barossa and McLaren Vale—but here’s a market in love with sweet, simple, fruity wine flavor. Here’s a market, indeed, keen to love wine—even if they don’t like the taste of it yet. What if we take advantage of the low dollar and dish up the same sweet, simple, Aussie appeal at the bargain end of the market? What if we turn Australian wine from a category of wine to a type of wine?

And discount it down to five bucks a bottle.

Fine wine? Regional wine? Greatness? Luxury? Single vineyard? Old vines? New oak? French oak? Famous winemakers of famous brands? Bugger that. Let’s give ’em a cartoon-like kangaroo on a bottle, and give it to ’em sweet, simple, and cheap!

An ambitious 25,000 dozen bottle target in the first year?

Bugger that too. The orders went through the roof—and then reached for the sky. They sold 550,000 dozen bottles that first year—and, staggeringly, had clocked over the first million dozen sales by the end of thirteen months. Still, there was no Sold Out sign—not even as sales were twentyfold the original estimates.

The tragedy of agriculture? The finite resource of what has been grown?

What the hell, bugger that too!

What happened, and what still happens now as the sales continue to soar, was that the Casella winemakers simply went out and bought bulk wine—wine that other winemakers had made but couldn’t sell—and blended it all up, did what they had to to make sure that it still tasted sweet and right, and said, “You want more? YOU GOT MORE.”

Pure audacity meets pure genius.

In 2007, that 25,000 dozen bottle plan had grown into a target to sell ten million dozen cases (one hundred and twenty million bottles of fruity, sunny wine) of Yellow Tail that year. The winery had 700 stainless steel tanks—of about 280,000 liters each—all needed to make and blend and store wine. They even had a set of 1.1 million liter tanks—a mere 100 of them—and had what they thought might be the fastest bottling line in the world, capable of filling 58,000 bottles of wine per hour.

Twenty-four hours a day.

And if they needed eleven million dozen cases instead of the planned ten?

They’d go out and find more wine, from a wine region somewhere, and blend it up so that it resembles the style and flavor they know their customers desire, and truck it all out.

A bottle of Yellow Tail bought in October might not taste exactly the same as a bottle of Yellow Tail bought in January (Phillip Casella: “We don’t try to match it exactly. We just make sure that the style is very similar.”). But who, really, can tell the difference?

It tastes sweet, the bottle’s cute, it’s cheap—and a whole lot of other people in Australia and everywhere else are doing exactly the same thing anyway (just less successfully). Indeed, it’s one of the unspokens of large-scale commercial wine: rarely is it all bottled in one hit. It is kept in storage tanks until the time to sell it is nigh—then it is bottled. It keeps a winery’s options open; it injects flexibility into a volatile business. This is not just the Australian way: this is the way of big-volume wine the world over.

And if it wasn’t done this way, well, Yellow Tail, in 2001, would have hit a brick wall when it reached the 25,000 dozen mark. “Sorry folks,” they would have had to say, “but we’re all sold out.”

And maybe, after that, the moment may have passed, the market segment plugged, the story over.

But there was bulk wine out there, and they used it, and so the juggernaut goes on.

One Man Shaking

One man shaking his big rusty beard around this time was Robert O’Callaghan in the Barossa Valley. It is fair to say that O’Callaghan, like Peter Lehmann, is a living wine legend. He was one of the few to kick-start the Barossa’s modern revival. He’d done it by building a rock-cobbled winery in the early 1980s and making it a fortress of traditional winemaking. He bought old, wooden basket presses, and used them to squeeze the deepest life from the blackest grapes. He used open-topped fermenters, just like in the old days. He put the pride back into the grapes of ancient, unirrigated vines—and into the people growing them. Long before frequent-flier programs, he encouraged loyalty to his wines and his business—by keeping the price of his wines reasonable, by telling his customers the story of them, by making wines that he believed in—and he got it. He’d built up the idea of the place, and thousands of followers came. It was a triumph of both method and marketing, all done in the most homespun of ways. It worked because it was good business—and because it was real.

He named his winery Rockford.

One quiet Tuesday in the midst of the madness over Australian wine—when everything looked rosy and booming, when you puffed your cheeks in the Barossa and dollar signs flew out from your lips—I spent a day snooping around Rockford. The best part was sitting out the front of the rustic cellar door with O’Callaghan, chewing the fat, listening to his view of it all.

He told me that when he first started making his Black Sparkling Shiraz in the early 1980s, his was the only sparkling shiraz on the market—there was a Seppelt in production, but it hadn’t yet been released. It seemed the perfect anecdote. Twenty years on there were dozens of sparkling red wines on the market. From the start, Rockford created authentic, old-style things that modern folks instantly wanted to follow.

What Robert O’Callaghan also said that day was that he took a fifty-year view of the wine industry, and that when you took this kind of view the only conclusion you could draw was that the golden hand-over-fist days of selling wine had never lasted, and never would.

“It’s my job,” he said, at a time when just about everyone else was losing their head, “to make sure that Rockford is able to sustain itself through the inevitable downturn. The way we do this is by keeping steady. Right now, you could argue that our Basket Press Shiraz is underpriced—I know that we could charge more, and people would happily pay it.

“But when the bubble bursts—they might not keep paying it. They might have moved away or they might be chasing something else, and the loyalty they have to us now may not be so strong. I like to think that if I treat our customers well during a boom time, that they will treat us well during the bust.”

The day I visited was the one day of each year when the thirty-seven different grapegrowers who contribute to Rockford Basket Press Shiraz are invited to Rockford for a meal and a taste of the wines that have been produced from the grapes they have grown. As all the grape parcels are made into wine separately, the separate wines can be thrown into a bottle and tasted—for all the growers to compare and discuss. When O’Callaghan took me around the winery we eventually walked into a dark room where all these bottles had been prepared. O’Callaghan took me through a selection of them. It was like licking the underbelly of the Rockford legend.

In fifteen minutes I learned more about Rockford, and about the diversity of Barossa shiraz, than I had in years of adoring it. This was the sheets pulled back, the legs bared and curling, the glimpse of the naughties and the niceties all cozy and coy and suddenly exposed—this was Barossan shiraz from all sorts of lands and soils, shades and suns, fingers and feet: This was the home life of Barossan shiraz, and in particular Rockford Basket Press Shiraz, before it’s all gathered and blended and molded and made up, ready for the lap of the public.

I sipped, I drank, I stuck my nose in glass after glass, and although all were from the same year, the same region, and the same grape and were made by the same person, they were distinctly different. They were like a big bunch of kid sisters and kid brothers with the same-shaped eyes but different hair or lips or hips.

Some of them tasted sandy, lean, long, and elegant, and probably lower in alcohol; others were plump and earthy and just damned delicious; yet others were so swaggeringly ripe and arrogant that they seemed to thump your chest and hitch your jeans and demand something of you; these arrogant ones in particular I wanted to hate but wanted, too, to take out on a date—just me and it and a table for the two of us. In the corner, please.

Some of these small-grower wines had supped and soaked up the oak they’d been matured in, others had slippery, slick, custardy oak sliding all over them. I learned that day that the Barossa can produce many styles, and that producing head-thumping, pumping, jumpingly intense wines could be as much a blending decision of the winemaker as a product of vintage or vineyard. A little bit more of the swaggeringly arrogant one in the final blend and you had a different dinner date to a blend that’s been kept stern by the sandy, leaner, longer vineyards.

I realized, as I tasted these individual parts of the Basket Press Shiraz, that the balance and cellarability of each final Rockford Basket Press Shiraz wine was not a thing of luck, birthright, and especially not of a single terroir—though it was regional to its core. The balance, ageability, and quality of Rockford Basket Press Shiraz was, as much as anything, a philosophy. It was a craft. It was something someone had sat down and thought about. Probably in a quiet kind of way.

I loved tasting and thinking of these wines so much that I ignored the bigger lesson of the day—boom times always end.

He might have sensed it, but O’Callaghan didn’t know just how right he was.

Not Funny, Hunter

The first time I visited the Hunter Valley in New South Wales I wrote this of it:

This is a valley that’s more like a national shame than the national treasure that it should be—it’s more like a tourism theme park than a serious wine region. It has a scenic beauty but it’s become an ugly hunk of poor town planning. It’s wasted. It can produce some of Australia’s best wines and yet, unless you’re dedicated to the cause, you’d never know it. Outside of Sydney its wines are horrifically promoted—if they’re promoted at all. It’s very easy to conclude that since a fashion for cool-climate wine took hold in the early 1980s, the bulk of the Hunter Valley either gave up, moved out, hit the golf course—or built a golf course. When Orlando moved its operations out of the valley and into Mudgee seven years ago the only surprise was that they hadn’t done it earlier. That the Hunter Valley is the most visited wine region in Australia—over two million annual visitors—should make anyone interested in the quality image of Australian wine curl up in horror.

Tough words—but it was the way, it seemed, that most wine folks thought of the Hunter then. Even Darren De Bortoli, on announcing his company’s expansion into the Hunter, said: “When I was at Roseworthy, I remember being scathing of Hunter Valley wine. But now I think that in trying to get people to recognize the qualities of cool-climate viticulture, there were casualties that there probably shouldn’t have been. The Hunter Valley got caught up in the swing of fashion. But when you look at the area, there really are some good styles here.”

De Bortoli saw something that I hadn’t—that Robert Parker and the thick-flavored South Australian wine he (and I) adored were not the only things on the move in Australian wine then.

Because—as they say in sport—the day you win is the day those on the losing side are sitting somewhere separate, plotting your downfall.

The End of the Start

Every era needs a defining scene—Gordon Gecko in shirt and suspenders, a digger in the trenches, Buster carrying her dad’s swag in The Shiralee. The Barossa’s Rick Burge, who was there before the boom and through the thick of it and who knows this era better than most—he’s in a restaurant. The wine, the food, the shimmer of lights, and the buzz of business—the shebang is flowing wild. He looks around and sees “wheeler-dealer Americans, freewheeling Asians, fat-cat Australians.” Burge knows what it’s like to walk into his rural cellar door and see fax paper spewing all over the floor, orders from far-flung lands bustling in. The demands of money. He knows what it’s like to put a few magnums of shiraz into his homely cellar door, there to tempt the odd passerby—only to be hit by a rush of phone “investors,” the word out, the magnums snaffled like money lying on the ground. He likes living it up in the city—but he’s a country bloke. “My office is twenty-five acres in size,” he says. “I live in a population density of one person to every ten acres.”

He’s in the restaurant with a group of merchant bankers, the swell of optimism and greed so bloated and brash it’s like a ripe fart. Between entree and main course, one of the bankers leans in and looks direct at Burge.

“So how about you stop mucking about and just sell us your whole production—every single bottle of wine that you make each year—we take it all off your hands. One sale each year. Great for you, great for us. So how about it, Rick, hey, how about we get serious now.”

“My whole production?”

“The whole shooting match.”

“What about the customers I already have?”

“What about ’em!”

And the table erupts with laughter—though Burge is uneasy.

Later, he would say that he felt “like I was dealing with the machinery of greed, rather than with people I would like to share a drink with. I remember sitting there and thinking—I don’t want a bar of this. It’s like dealing in the surreal.”

So he turned the offer down. Even though, for a short while at the very least, it would have guaranteed his future by making him lots of money and sparing him lots of time.

“Then, you know, over coffee and cigars, it got more surreal. One of them said: So you won’t sell us all your wine. How about your business then? We’ll buy your business.”

As if it was as simple as ordering another round of drinks.

As if buying a man’s life, and land—and taking it from him—barely deserved a blink.

See then the scene that marks an era: big, tall, curly-haired Rick Burge, rings of cigar smoke, bitter coffee, full bellies, and overblown wallets. Merchant bankers crowded around the winemaker, pitching him deals, swigging on his reds. “I like turning the dirt myself,” Rick said. “I like growing things, picking grapes, turning it into wine.” In the quaint tone of the grounded.

And with that, there was no deal.

Good sense, in an era often void of it, had come to town.

[image: img]




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/nife.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SKINS

My the Z’encA Aate
%sl‘/'a/ia/z Wnes

X

Campbell Mattinson

e

T Ssrerunc ericure





OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/images/common3.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/tree.jpg
2
T Srenne epicune

A0 Imorint of Sering Putising
387 Park Averue Sour
New York Y 1006






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
attinson i

anapbell M






