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August 2014 

“Exploring Australian Wine Country – is there more to Margaret River than Cabernet Sauvignon?” 

It has been less than 50 years since the first vines were planted, but near perfect growing conditions have 

seen Margaret River rapidly become known as one of   Australia’s greatest wine regions.    Margaret River is 

situated in the deep south of South Western Australia, approximately 270-kilometers south of Perth, with 

more than 5500ha under vine.   Most of the region is made up of boutique size wineries. The region has seen 

consistent growth and the number of wineries has grown from 138 wineries in 2008 to more than 215 

wineries in 2012 at last count.  It is said that Margaret River only produces 1 % of the total crush of Australia, 

but 20% of Australian’s premium wines.   

Margaret River region is embraced by water on three sides between Cape Leeuwin and Cape Naturaliste 

and the region is almost free from all pollutants.  The climate is very similar to the Western Cape with a 

marked Mediterranean maritime climate.  Winters are mild and wet, and summers are sunny and warm, with 

year round cool sea breezes blowing in off the Indian and Southern Oceans.   Most of the wineries run along 

the spine of the region, and are situated between 5 and 10 kilometres from the coastline - hence they enjoy 

this strong maritime influence.   The soils in Margaret River are moderately deep gravel with clay over granite 

and shattered rock.  These soils are warm and well drained which encourages deep root penetration. The 

clean fresh sea air and relatively unspoilt country as well as these well-drained gravel and granite soils make 

Margaret River a sort of viticultural paradise. 

The road trip to Margaret River takes approximately 2 ½ hours from Perth International Airport on a dual 

carriageway for most of the way.  The scenery on route is unspectacular: Flat, low-lying coastal scrub 

accentuated by slightly tired farm fences which keeps lowly cows grazing in the dry grass.  The terrain 

around the Margaret River region on the other hand, was much lusher and forest like than the rather bland 

drive that had brought me here from Perth. The landscape is dotted with gentle valleys with a profusion of 

indigenous trees, shrubs and flowers.  The trees form an important natural break from the howling wind off 

the ocean, but local birds nest in their generous branches, and  pose a natural problem for the grapes.    

 

The village of Margaret River is quaint and centred around the main road that leads you both into the village 

and straight out the other side.  Coffee shops and restaurants line the street, with boutiques, curios and art 

shops adding to the interest value. Margaret River is a very up-market wine region,  attracting well healed 

tourists whose expensive tastes need to be catered for! 
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The Margaret River Village 

The local Settlers’ Tavern in the main street is definitely worth a mention.  Oversized steaks and burgers are 

the real deal here supported by a wine list that puts most wine lists to shame!  Winner (year after year in its 

category) of the Wine List of Australia, this ‘bible’ has over a 1000 wines listed from all over the world 

organized in terms of country, region and style!  My newly found winemaker host ordered a Central Otago 

Felton Road Block 2 Pinot noir, which I noticed, was on the wine list for A$90.  This is a Tavern for the not so 

down and dowdy!  

 

Left: Felton Road Block 2 Pinot Noir 2011 from Central Otago paired with man-sized steak.   Right: Upmarket 

boutique selling high heeled Uggs. 

Margaret River has a reputation for fine Cabernet Sauvignon wines, so I set out to taste for myself what all 

the fuss was about and what other wines were of interest in this region.  My time was limited, so I headed for 

Caves Road, the spine of Margaret River.  It is one of Australia’s most scenic tourist drives which link a 

variety of wineries, galleries and coastal attractions to the north and south of the Margaret River wine region.    

The region is relatively young.  It was only ‘discovered’ as a wine region by Dr John Gladstone in 1967 in his 

report “ The Climate and Soils of the Southern WA in Relation to Vine Growing”.    Following his report, the 

first significant vineyard was planted in 1967, by pioneer Dr Thomas Cullity, on the founding wine estate in 

Margaret River, Vasse Felix.. 

Thus a visit to Margaret River would not be complete without a tasting at Vasse Felix.  Current winemaker, 

Virginia Wilcock(since 2006) is producing some very fine wines that are worthy of their elevated status. 
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Vasse Felix : Oldest winery in Margaret River 

The wines at Vasse Felix are not cheap.  Their ‘entry level’ is priced at Aus$24  for their 2013 barrel 

fermented Semillon Sauvignon Blanc blend. 

Flagship Cab Sauv ( $43) showed elegance and finesse. The Heytesbury Chardonnay 2012, (Aus$ 65) 

produced in honour of the original owners ancestral home is a rich,  elegant wooded Chardonnay brimming 

with flavours of ground hazelnuts and citrus blossoms.  The delicate palate was beautifully flavoured and 

linear with a chalky finish reminiscent of a great Burgundian wine.  What a treat!  The red counterpart, the 

Heytesbury Bordeaux Blend, was also a stunning wine and a great expression of Cabernet Sauvignon, 

elevated by the addition of Petit Verdot and Malbec. ( Aus$90). 

When in Margaret River, another ‘must’ visit is to Cullen Wines, the famous Biodynamic Winery in the 

Margaret River region and winner of the Gourmet Traveller Magazine  - Star Cellar Door  award.  A modest 

establishment by Margaret River standards, the winery offers a friendly Cellar Door and a Restaurant that 

reflects the winery’s interest in biodynamic, organic and free-range, locally produced healthy fare.  
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Restaurant at Cullen Winery: Specialising in organic and biodynamic, free –range fare. 

Sadly, most of the entry level wines at Cullen were disappointing.  The Full Moon Harvest 2012 Sauvignon 

Blanc ( Aus$24) had rasping acidity with little else to redeem it.  However, their flagship wine, the 2011 Diana 

Madeline, a Bordeaux Style Blend of 80% Cabernet Sauvignon with Merlot and Malbec as blending partners, 

aged for 19 months in French Oak, is in a class of its own!   This deep dark brooding wine with all the 

Cabernet Sauvignon notes of blackcurrant, cassis, is complex and rich with layers of plum and mulberry and 

tobacco leaf.  The wine is very dry albeit with ripe fruit flavours.  It is a stunner, but carries a fairly hefty price 

tag of Aus$110 per bottle. 

Brookland Valley came with much hype and awards for their Cellar Door Experience.  The winery has 

changed hands a number of times and is currently in the Constellation portfolio.  Big investment is evident at 

this winery and it has all the romantic attributes a cellar door could wish for.  Situated on a rambling brook, 

with tall trees and green shrubbery, is the Tasting Room with its “brookie-lace” facade and white clapper 

board walls.  A little path through more shrubbery leads to the stunning Flutes Restaurant overlooking a dam 

where local birds hang out.  Picture-perfect!  Whilst the wines are of good commercial quality, most of the 

investment into this property is directed at the Cellar Door experience. Their Flutes restaurant is worth a visit, 

but its pricey and beware of the extra’s, such as the mini baguette for Aus$ 8!  

 

Flutes Restaurant at Brookland Valley Winery.  Caesar’s salad with garlic prawns and mini baguette 
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Pierro Wines had popped up in my initial research about Margaret River, and so it was curiosity which led me 

to this absolute gem of a winery. 

 

 

Pierro Winery with winemaker Theo Truyts 

A modest intimate cellar door and winery, but the wines captivated my attention from the first sip.  Here was 

something different and delicious!  Owner  winemaker Dr Michael Peterkin, while studying  Viticulture at 

Roseworthy, University of Adelaide was influenced by the alternative and somewhat unfashionable ideas of 

Richard Smart, who advocated canopy management and the controlled use of irrigation to reduce vine 

stress.  Canopy management is now the norm in most vineyards, but back in the Seventies, it was rather 

innovative and certainly controversial.   This led Peterkin to follow a very particular viticultural approach.  

Thus, contrary to all the other vineyards in the valley at the time, Peterkin decided to plant his vines with a 

North South orientation (rather than East /West), thus allowing up to 20% more sunlight to reach the grapes.  

Close planting of the vines at a density of 4000 – 5000 vines per hectare and the controlled use of irrigation 

during the warm dry period before the harvest, affords the grapes better balance, enhanced aromas and 

greater intensity of flavour.  Careful selection of clone material was also part of the attention to detail in the 

vineyard and selected Burgundian clones as well as the local GinGin Chardonnay clone were planted.   The 

latter clone is a very different, in that it produces naturally low yields from small concentrated berries.  The 

controversial row direction further reduces yields naturally, as the vines face the full onslaught of the wind 

resulting in natural attrition of the vines. A coincidental, but helpful benefit of the row orientation is that the 

vines provide shade for the pickers during the harvest! 

Current winemaker, Theo Truyts explains how all these factors culminate in wines that have a very real 

sense of place which distinguishes them from other wineries in the valley. Theo did his Winemaking Degree 

at Stellenbosch University and his first internship at Cederberg Wines, before globetrotting to France, 

California, New Zealand and finally settling down in Margaret River. 
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Across the small range of wines, they were all highly aromatic, well balanced and beautifully structured.  The 

wine that caught my attention was the Pierro 2012 Chardonnay.  The pale golden colour was almost 

misleading as I dipped my nose into the glass.  An abundant bouquet of butterscotch and toasted almonds 

laced with ripe citrus.  The creamy mouth feel lingered on my palate forever.  This is a gorgeous New World 

style of Chardonnay combining both ripe fruit and sunshine with great elegance and finesse.   The well 

balanced acidity added a touch of freshness to the full rounded palate. ( Aus$72). 

James Halliday described the 2012 as an exceptional vintage in comparison to the excellent 2011 harvest.  

The wines at Pierro are well regarded both locally and internationally. 

Next stop was Xanadu. Built in a minimalistic style where French Provincial meets Zen linearity (not quite 

Olivia Newton John and John Travolta).  All the trees line up perfectly and nothing that has not a function or 

purpose was to be seen.  The wines all showed extremely pale colour and I was tempted to double check 

that this was indeed wine and not water that was being poured! 

 

Xanadu Winery:  French Provincial meets Zen minimalism 

The nose showed no doubt about its contents.  The 2012 Sauvignon blanc/Semillon (Aus$26) showed great 

typicity with lovely green notes and great waxy oily character all delivered in a very drinkable medium bodied 

wine. 

The Chardonnay 2011 also did not disappoint (Aus$85) and by now, no surprise that the GinGin clone was 

involved in the viticulture.  The Xanadu Reserve range is certainly worth a mention but had been opened the 

day before and had not stood the test of time.  The lovely bloke assisting in the Tasting Room had no 

authority to open another bottle (and at Aus$85 I did not want to pressurize him).  Thus the hidden beauty of 

the wine remained un-tasted.  However, the Xanadu 2011 Reserve Chardonnay was a good indication of the 

quality that is being produced at this winery. 

The real surprise and delight of my trip came when I drove through the gates of the Voyager Estate.  How I 

wished I had planned more time here!  What greeted me was a fabulous replica of Cape Dutch architecture 

which lured me into thinking I was in Constantia in the Western Cape.  The perfectly manicured gardens, 

imported cycads, rose garden, gables – it was all there!  Awe inspiring before my unsuspecting eyes.   
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Voyager Estate - a replica of Cape Dutch Architecture 

Michael Wright, owner of Voyager Estate, had long had a love affair with the Cape Dutch-style of architecture 

and in 1995 the Wright family acquired the name and trademarks of the Dutch East Indian Company – 

Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC).  Today the Estate is regarded as a major tourism feature in 

the Augusta Margaret river region. 

 

 

Tasting Lounge at Voyager Estate | Proteas adding a real Cape touch 
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Stepping inside this magnificent but vaguely familiar building, I was greeted by a very friendly but highly 

professional assistant, who discussed the various tasting options the Cellar Door offered.  I listened in 

amazement.  From a relaxed counter top tasting, to Guided Tastings with various themes, or even a private 

tasting in a special glassed off area hosted by the resident winemaker.  A more casual addition to their 

tasting repertoire includes a seated tasting accompanied by slices of fresh baguette, their own olive oil and 

dukkhah produced on the farm, with a choice of eggplant kasundi or tomato & chilli sauce or their home 

grown marinated olives.  

I opted for the semi guided seated tasting, which saw me escorted to a beautiful yellow wood table, set up 

with Riedel glassware and use of a personal iPad.  My hostess duly explained the use of the -iPad to scroll 

through the vintages, viticultural specifications, tasting notes and details of each wine.  Now this was a class 

act!  Having encountered many wineries in many wine producing countries, this certainly was a first for me.   

The tasting I had booked, “Heroes of Margaret River”, included a tasting of their current vintage together with 

two museum releases of each of the wines, some of which are not available to the general public.  This 

tasting aims to demonstrate the aging ability of the Voyager wines.   The line-up included 2013 Sauvignon 

Blanc/Semillon; 2012 VOC Collection Sauvignon Blanc ( wooded); 2010 Chardonnay; the 2006 Chardonnay, 

2009 Cabernet sauvignon/Merlot and last but not least the 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon Merlot.   

 

Voyager Estate “Tasting the Heroes of Margaret River” 

All the wines were poured and introduced by my hostess, after which I had time to sniff and explore, reflect 

and research the six wines before me.  This surely has to be the way wine tastings should be done.  

Perhaps it was the setting and the familiarity of the environment, but all the wines in the line up were glorious.  

Each wine was a perfect example of fine winemaking and craftsmanship.  And at the risk of sounding too 

predictable, the museum wine, 2006 Chardonnay was quite an exceptional wine ( Aus$70).   The highly 

perfumed nose, was crammed with aromas of warm honey, cloves and All spice, ground walnuts and blue 

orange.  What a fabulous wine – alluring from the first glance of the luminescent straw yellow hue.   Lost in 

my own wonderful world of wine, a sudden jerk to reality saw me having to rush the last wine, the 2003 

Cabernet Sauvignon/Merlot, and the few notes which I managed to scribble down started “ Inky blood plum 

garnet hues...savoury aromas, wet tealeaf opulent texture....great intensity followed by more exclamation 

marks than I had space on the page! 

Time to speed off, and there was one last stop en route to the airport – no time to taste, but at least say I 

come and I saw Leeuwin Estate.  It is clearly very popular, and this tasting room was humming when I 

arrived.  The Estate has a great reputation for their wines, so I was disappointed to have run out of time.  A 

quick whip through the Tasting room, and back in the car heading for Perth International Airport.    The drive 
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back felt considerably quicker, and I arrived at the Airport with time to spare.  What an extraordinary couple 

of days I had just had.  

Reflecting on all the wines and Cellar Doors, I could safely say that there is no place on earth quite as 

beautiful as our own Western Cape Winelands not withstanding how charming Margaret River is.   Clearly I 

had only scratched the surface.   

My conclusion?  Margaret River Valley certainly deserves its reputation for top quality  Cabernet Sauvignon 

wines, but it was the top end Chardonnay that really impressed me the most.    Much of the ‘entry level’ wine 

was disappointing and expensive at every price point, but if you have money to spend, you can drink 

superlative wines in this Valley.  My overall impression was that the wines were overly expensive when 

compared to South Africa, Argentina and Chile as New World Wine Competitors.  That said, this little pocket 

of Australia has managed to keep its rural feel and the village is testimony to the vibrant community that call 

this charming place home. 

A clever initiative between the Australian Government and the Wine Regions, is the introduction of the Drink 

Drive programme, called  ‘ Who is the Skipper?’  Posters educate tasters as to the amount of tasters (100ml) 

permitted in an hour.  Perhaps we should initiate a similar poster campaign in the Western Cape?

 

 

Margaret River in a nutshell: 

Main Grapes:   

White:  Chardonnay, Semmilon, Sauvignon Blanc, Verdelho 

Red: Cabernet Sauvigion, Merlot, Shiras, Malbec 

Leading producers: 

Cape Mentelle, Cullen, Howard Park, Leeuwin Estate, Pierro, Vasse Felix, Voyaner, Xanadu, Brookland 

Valley, Woodlands, Evans and Tate, The Hay Shed Hill 

Main Towns: 

Margaret River, Dunsborough, Yallingup, Cowaramup 
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Airport: 

Perth.  There is no regular service to Margaret River, so hired car is the best and most flexible.  There are 

numerous bus tours leaving from Margaret River on scheduled routes.   

Summary:  Use Margaret River as a base.  Many of the wineries are clustered in Caves road so on one day 

travel north of Margaret River village to explore Brookland Valley, Pierro, Cullen, Howard Park and Vasse 

Felix.  Many other wineries all clustered in a 5 km radius.  The next day travel south from Margaret River to 

visit Cape Mentelle, Xanadu, Leeuwin Estate 

Information:  

Margaret River Visitor Centre  

100 Bussell Highway,  

Margaret River WA 6285 

Phone +61 8 9780 5911  

welcome@margaretriver.com 

Picking up the April/May 2014 issue of Gourmet Traveller Wine Magazine at the airport, I was amused to see 

that the following wineries of Margaret River took honours at the Australia’s Best Cellar Door awards: 

 Star Cellar Door:  Cullen(0)9755 5277 www.cullenwines.com.au 

 Best Large Cellar Door:  Cape Mentelle 

(8) 9757 0888  www.capementelle.com.au 

 Best Small Cellar Door:  Pierro 

(8) 9755 6220  www.pierro.com.au 

 Cellar Door with Best Food:  Vasse Felix 

(8) 8756 5000 www.vassefelix.co.au 

 Best Tasting Experience:  Leeuwin Estate 

(8) 9759 0000  www.leeuwinestate.com.au 
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