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ABSTRACT 

 

The potential for Shiraz and Syrah styles of wine in South Africa has been clearly 

identified and recognised both locally and internationally over the last two decades. 

Plantings of Shiraz vines have increased dramatically and greater attention is being 

given to specific sites, geologies, soils and vineyard practices to ensure optimal 

varietal character and expression. 

 

South Africa‟s climate in winegrowing areas is diverse. The maritime influences of 

the Atlantic and Indian oceans, complex wind patterns and diverse topographies, 

contribute to an essentially Mediterranean climate that can be successfully exploited 

with increased plantings of emerging Rhône varieties. The certainty of climate 

change and associated global warming makes the strategic importance of selecting 

and matching suitable cultivars with the most appropriate vineyard sites critically 

relevant. 

 

Emerging Rhône and Mediterranean varieties currently play a minor role in South 

Africa‟s relatively small range of available cultivars. This is already changing with 

significant new plantings being established every year on promising sites. The wines 

produced from Rhône varieties in South Africa, by a growing group of pioneering and 

passionate winemakers, have ensured that the movement towards Rhône style 

wines in South Africa will continue to surge forward. 

 

This dissertation explores the wines and terroir of the Rhône valley, France, and 

pursues a discussion on the suitability of South Africa‟s terroir for the future 

development of Rhône style red wines. Required practices in the vineyard and 

techniques and methods in the cellar are described, as are pertinent issues and 

difficulties relating to the future production of Rhône style wines in South Africa. 

 

The Rhône style movement in South Africa is a youthful work in progress, but it is 

based on sound fundamentals and there is already every indication that the wave of 

optimism for Rhône style wines will soon gain an irrepressible momentum. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The early history of the wines of the Rhône valley in south-eastern France tells of 

wines that were dark, full and complex. Such was the quality of these early wines 

that they were by all accounts blended into the prized wines of Bordeaux, without 

any acknowledgement of their presence, contribution or origin. Considered to be the 

oldest winegrowing area in France, established during the Greek colonisation of the 

Rhône delta, the Rhône valley has been responsible for producing fine and sought 

after wines for centuries. The dominant cultivar has always been Syrah, with a 

greater range of cultivars planted in the regions of the southern Rhône and the Midi. 

Overshadowed in the 20th century by the wines of Bordeaux, the fine wines of the 

Rhône were eminently affordable and always true to their origins. 

 

In the latter part of the 20th century, the quest for quantity was replaced by a quest 

for quality through greater attention given to the cultivation of quality fruit. The Rhône 

valley again rose to international prominence. The recognition given in the 1980s to 

several top northern Rhône red wines by internationally acclaimed wine critic Robert 

Parker, assisted in elevating the international profile of the region. The prices of 

wines from the most sought after appellations showed a corresponding increase. 

Suddenly, the wines of the Rhône were in much demand, offering exceptional value 

for wines of similar quality to the exorbitantly priced wines of Bordeaux. 

 

The South African wine landscape is extremely youthful in comparison to the 

traditional “old world” winegrowing countries of Europe. South Africa‟s early red wine 

efforts, modelled in many respects on those of Bordeaux, were dominated by classic 

Bordeaux varieties, most notably Cabernet Sauvignon. Shiraz vineyards have been 

established much more recently, in the last 15 to 20 years. Other Rhône and 

Mediterranean varieties have most recently been introduced and these complement 

the growing popularity of Shiraz. 

 

Political transformation in the early 1990s opened the international markets to South 

African wine producers. Simultaneously, the lifting of some autocratic and restrictive 

legislation gave wine producers the opportunity to embrace international markets 

with a freedom never enjoyed before. With youthful vigour, the South African wine 

industry has explored and experimented in the competitive international arena. A 
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flood of entry point wines of unfortunate quality, initially to the United Kingdom and 

Europe did little to establish a reputable brand for South Africa. The trend for 

accessible, international style wines with ripe, pliable tannins and showing warm 

upfront fruit at the inevitable expense of varietal character, dominated the attention of 

producers keen to establish a foothold in foreign markets. A preoccupation with 

developing and promoting a role for Pinotage as a local signature grape further 

distracted producers from establishing relevant and fundamental strengths inherent 

in our diverse terroir. 

 

The suitability of the Cape‟s Mediterranean climate and diversity of geology, soil and 

microclimates for traditional Mediterranean cultivars and wine styles has been 

explored by an initially small group of pioneering winemakers. Their efforts and 

successes were noted and have been taken up by a growing number of forward 

thinking and passionate winemakers. 

 

1.1 Scope of the dissertation 

 

It is necessary to first understand the heritage and foundations of the red wines of 

the Rhône valley before a discussion on the relevance for similarly styled red wines 

in South Africa can be justified. To this end, this research briefly explores the major 

wine regions of the Rhône valley with respect to their location, climate, geology and 

grape varieties. The emerging and current trends in the South African wine 

landscape, with respect to Rhône style red wines, are described and the prospects 

for significant long-term relevance explored. The suitability of South Africa‟s terroir 

and the possibility of honest Rhône style wine expression are explored. The efforts 

and wines of several prominent and successful producers of Rhône style red wines 

in South Africa are described. The study also explores the suitability of traditional 

Rhône red wine varieties and several related viticultural and vinification issues.  

 

Only Rhône style red wines and the major cultivars associated with the Rhône valley, 

France, are addressed in this dissertation. It is not intended to unfairly prejudice 

other Mediterranean varieties with similar claims to relevance in the South African 

environment. 
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2. THE MAJOR APPELLATIONS OF THE RHÔNE VALLEY 
 

The Rhône valley is located in south-eastern France and extends from the town of 

Vienne, southwards, to just past Avignon, a distance of approximately 200 kilometres 

tracing the banks of the Rhône River. The 200 kilometre stretch is contained within 

the latitudes of 43.8º and 45.5º north (Dorling Kindersley, 1997, 104). Over time, 

environmental forces carved out a landscape of steep and gentle slopes of stony 

soils from granite bedrock. This provides an ideal foundation for some of the world‟s 

finest wines (Norman, 1996, 18). 

 

The region exhibits great diversity in terroir and a corresponding diversity of wine 

styles. The northern Rhône valley with its most southern appellation of Cornas 

located almost 200 kilometres from the Mediterranean to the south enjoys a 

continental climate. The southern Rhône, extending from just below Montélimar to 

beyond Avignon, enjoys a distinctly Mediterranean climate (Norman, 1996, 20). 

 

Of particular significance to the wine culture of the region is the importance of 

regionality and typicité, an expression of the varietal characteristics of a wine and its 

geographical provenance. These are characteristics intrinsic to the concept of terroir. 

Terroir is the simultaneous contribution of several natural geographic factors - 

geology, soil, climate and aspect, to the very fibre of a vine and logically to the 

composition of its grapes and the character of its wines. The importance of matching 

wine grape cultivars to specific sites is inextricably linked to an understanding of the 

unique contribution of terroir. Nevertheless, the winegrowers of the Rhône find their 

inspiration in one or more of four typical approaches to style: 

 

 Vin de cépage – wines expressing varietal character within a region. 

 Vin de terroir – wines giving expression to a unique terroir through one or 

more suitable varieties of essentially secondary importance. 

 Vin d’ assemblage - blended wines of two or more varieties capable of 

expressing more than the sum of their parts. 

 Mono-cépage – wines expressing the unique character of terroir through the 

most suitable single variety. 

(Norman, 1996, 14) 
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There is a growing trend towards vineyard designated wines, lieux-dits, where the 

precise expression of a vineyard‟s terroir can justify the elevated prices the 

producers of these wines demand (Norman, 1996, 20). 

 

2.1 The appellation d’origine contrôlée (AOC) 

 

The French appellation contrôlée system (AC) was suitably born in the Rhône valley. 

The system uniquely defines the origin and typicity of French wines (Robinson, 

1999). The AC defines the physical limits of appellations and prescribes the varieties 

best suited to express each appellation‟s terroir. Whilst this may seem to be overly 

prescriptive, it must be noted that the AC system was established in the 1920s, 

several centuries after the establishment of the most important varieties. The AC 

simply entrenched the most expressive varieties for the appellations (Norman, 1996, 

24-25).  

 

2.2 The northern Rhône 

 

The northern Rhône valley starts with a steeply terraced and granitic western slope, 

or right river bank. The steep gradient can be as severe as 60 degrees. The opposite 

bank is more open and gently sloped. These western bank slopes and indeed the 

terraces, date back to Roman times. The mineral rich soils of these slopes are 

derived from the crystalline rocks of the Massif Central. The entire length of the 

steeply banked northern Rhône valley is influenced by the Mistral, a wind originating 

in the north of France blowing with great force and velocity towards the 

Mediterranean Sea. The valley enjoys high levels of sunshine and low rainfall. No 

irrigation of vines is allowed and thus drought resistant varieties are required. Warm 

daytime temperatures are punctuated by cool or even cold nights (Wilson, 1999, 

286-290). 
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Map 2-1: The major appellations of the northern Rhône.  

 

Source: (Wilson, 1999, 288) 

 

The red wine appellations of the northern Rhône are dominated by Syrah and 

supported by a few white varieties, Viognier, Marsanne and Roussanne in minor 

blended components as permitted by the applicable AC. The Rhône is similar to 

many of the world‟s traditional and best winegrowing regions, in favouring blended 

wines from two or more varieties for appellations which have a maritime climate. 

Continental climate appellations tend to be best suited to single variety wines, as is 

the case in the northern Rhône with Syrah (Sadie, 2009, Personal communication). 

 

2.2.1 Côte Rôtie 

 

Côte Rôtie, meaning “roasted slope”, is the most northern appellation of the Rhône 

valley. The appellation‟s 200 hectares of established vineyards surround the central 
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town of Ampuis. Côte Rôtie has, more than any other Rhône valley appellation, 

received much attention and critical acclaim in recent times. Driven by the exploits of 

some of the world‟s most remarkable winemakers, the wines have attracted prices to 

match their rarity and quality (Norman, 1996, 26: Robinson, 1999). 

 

The dominant soils of the Côte Rôtie are derived from weathered granite and schist, 

containing both white mica (Côte Blonde) and black mica (Côte Brune). The Côte 

Brune contains more iron than the Côte Blonde and a little clay in parts, producing 

more substantial wines. The Côte Blonde has finer, less coarse soils producing more 

elegant, feminine wines. The soils are in general acidic. The steep slopes and 

southerly to south-easterly aspects maximise sunlight to the vines in the growing 

season. The bedrock is granite with large crystals, described as looking like a “plum 

pudding” (Wilson, 1999, 289). 

 

Syrah is the only permitted red wine grape variety. The appellation permits the 

addition of up to 20% Viognier to its red wines. This minor portion of the blend is 

most likely the result of its close proximity to Condrieu to the south, where only 

Viognier is permitted. The Viognier vines in Côte Rôtie were established as much in 

error through mixed deliveries from nurseries, as in a deliberate attempt to lift the 

more austere character of the Syrah. Viognier is not established on the Côte Brune 

as it is intolerant of the iron rich soils, but is still interspersed among the Syrah vines 

of the Côte Blonde. The two varieties are harvested simultaneously, as the AC 

stipulates that they must be fermented together. This requirement does not 

adequately take into consideration the fact that Viognier ripens earlier than Syrah 

and is thus always overripe at Syrah harvest time. This is one of the principal 

reasons for winemakers including an ever decreasing percentage of Viognier in their 

wines. Modern examples rarely contain more than 5% Viognier. As Viognier vines 

die out they are more often than not replaced with Syrah vines (Norman, 1996, 28). 

 

The top growers of the appellation ensure that their yields are severely limited. 

Heavy pruning, de-budding and green harvesting are commonplace. The application 

of chemicals in the vineyard is in steep decline with long-term natural approaches 

becoming the norm. In the cellar, disciplines and practices are diverse. Hand sorting 

is mandatory. Bunch de-stemming, pre-fermentation maceration, fermentation 

temperature and wood maturation are all applied to a varying extent depending on 

the style which the winemaker desires (Norman, 1996, 23).  
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There is a healthy mix of traditional and modern producers in Côte Rôtie. The 

traditionalists will use little or no new wood, making elegant, restrained wines with a 

tannic tension to the structure. Those producers more open to modern methods use 

ample amounts of new wood. Marcel Guigal, described by Robert Parker as the 

world greatest winemaker, is one such winemaker who makes concentrated lieux-dit 

examples with tremendous ageing potential (Norman, 1996, 26). 

 

The wines of Côte Rôtie are complex, with delicate aromatics and firm structure, 

expressing restrained but linear varietal fruit characteristics (Norman, 1996, 36-38). 

 

2.2.2 Hermitage 

 

The vineyards of Hermitage were established by the Romans. The quality of the 

region‟s wines has always been recognised as being among the best the world has 

to offer. The appellation is only 130 hectares in extent and established on a single 

hill which comprises a diverse range of geologies. The hill of Hermitage is an 

excellent example of a site capable of contributing to several wine styles derived 

from a diverse collection of soils across a relatively small area. 

 

The soils of Hermitage consist alternately of granite, sandy loess, alluvial deposits 

and Pliocene clay on the eastern slope. The western slope of the hill, including the 

sought after climat of Les Bessards, is constituted entirely of granite. The remaining 

climats are made up of clay and granite soils overlaid with loess derived soils and 

alluvial deposits (Wilson, 1999, 290). The general aspect is south facing, maximising 

the ripening and phenolic developing effect of sunlight. The difference in altitude 

from bottom to top is 200 metres, but it is significant that the upper reaches are 

cooler and more severely affected by the drying winds funnelled up through the 

valley (Norman, 1996, 63).  

 

Similar to other Rhône valley appellations, a portion of up to 15% of white varieties, 

namely Marsanne and Roussanne, are permitted in the red cuvée. These regulations 

are outdated and it is rare for the red wines to be any less than 100% Syrah.  
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Wines are vinified in a variety of ways with processes dictated by the quality of the 

vintage. The degree of bunch de-stemming depends on the quality of the crop. 

Unripe vintages are totally de-stemmed to avoid overly austere wines. The best 

vintages are de-stemmed up to 50%. The esteemed Chave family of Hermitage take 

great care in de-stemming and sorting prior to crushing (Norman, 1996, 70). Pre-

fermentation maceration, cuvaison, of two to three weeks is common to ensure 

colour extraction without excessive tannin extraction. Fermentation takes place in 

any one of large open wooden vats, cement cuves or stainless steel tanks. Punch 

downs are traditionally done manually. Fermentation temperatures are allowed to 

reach 30ºC for maximum extraction. Thereafter the process is dictated by tasting 

assessment. Malolactic fermentation may proceed in the fermentation vats or in new 

or old oak barrels, depending on the inclusion or not, of the press wine (Norman, 

1996, 62-66). 

 

Maturation in wood is an important topic in Hermitage. Generally, the best and most 

traditional producers eschew the application of new wood. It is believed that Syrah is 

easily tarnished by excessive new wood. New oak casks are generally only 

introduced when old casks have to be replaced. Maturation lasts for 15 to 18 months 

in old casks before racking and blending (Norman, 1996, 64).  

  

The wine styles of Hermitage are as diverse as the climats and their distinct soils. 

The climat of Les Bessards produces intensely coloured wines with high natural 

acidity. Tannins are not excessive even though the extraction of anthocyanins is high. 

The wines are spicy and bold with a creamy palate texture. L‟Hermite at the top of 

the hill has a wide range of loess derived soils, pebbles and pudding stones. It 

produces wines with finesse, more feminine in character, showing red fruits and 

cherries. Les Beaumes in the middle ground has iron rich soils with some clay 

broken up by pudding stones. The wines here are quite low in tannin, with redcurrant 

flavours (Norman, 1996, 63-64). 

 

The Syrah wines of Hermitage are typically restrained and medium bodied, showing 

typical cool climate characteristics of pepper, spice and smoked bacon. They should 

never be consumed young. Lighter wines from lighter vintages may be approached 

after five years, but the best must be given up to 15 or more years to mature 

(Norman, 1996, 64). 
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2.2.3 Crozes-Hermitage 

 

Long considered a poor cousin of Hermitage, this appellation has recently attracted 

the efforts of an energetic group of youthful winemakers. They have transformed the 

level of quality produced from this region from mediocre in the mid 1900s, to truly 

fine expressions of Syrah today. The appellation has 1 300 hectares of established 

vineyards planted mainly to Syrah, Marsanne and Roussanne (Norman, 1996, 55-

56).  

 

Crozes-Hermitage is made up of three distinct terroir. Traditionally, the best 

communes for red wine are located to the north of Hermitage hill alongside the river. 

Vineyards are established on gently sloping, well drained, decomposed granitic soils. 

The low potential soils importantly inhibit the natural vigour of the Syrah vine, 

ensuring optimum varietal expression. The south-eastern portion of Crozes-

Hermitage is made of Quaternary terraces. Traditionally, this area has produced 

wines of only Côtes-du-Rhône standard. More recently, however, the area has 

gained prominence. The communes of Les Chassis and Les Sept Chemins are 

situated on large stone drift boulders, similar to those of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, and 

produce wines of enviable quality. The western portion has soils of Pliocene clay and 

loess. This area is only suitable for the white varieties Marsanne and Roussanne 

(Wilson, 1999, 290). 

 

The appellation permits the addition of up to 15% white varieties to the red wines 

(Robinson, 1999). In reality, the majority of red wines from the appellation are 100% 

Syrah (Norman, 1996, 55). 

 

As the appellation is somewhat warmer than Côte Rôtie, rigorous work goes into 

vineyard management to ensure that varietal character is not lost to overripe fruit. 

Severe pruning, green harvesting and late picking help to ensure a concentrated fruit 

character, says Alain Graillot of Domaine Alain Graillot. Though not permitted by the 

AC, irrigation is known to take place during periods of extreme heat (Norman, 1996, 

55). Much importance is placed on taste assessment of grapes at harvest in order to 

avoid overripe fruit. Varietal character is most important and over wooding of wines 

is thus rare. Traditionalists use only old wood and here care is taken to ensure that 

the wine is not dried out through excessive time in barrels (Norman, 1996, 55). 
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Wine styles range from fruity commercial examples, fermented in old wooden vats, 

or stainless steel tanks, and bottled without barrel maturation, to more serious and 

modern styles utilising some new wood. The best Crozes-Hermitage red wines, such 

as those from Jaboulet and Alain Graillot, have a firm core of varietal fruit with a 

classic structure of firm and slightly rustic tannins. They are powerful wines, yet also 

show finesse and restraint. They require significant time in the bottle – up to ten 

years or more - before they are at their best (Norman, 1996, 55-56). 

 

2.2.4 Cornas 

  

Situated on the right bank of the Rhône, there are 550 hectares of established 

vineyards in Cornas. Historically the wines of Cornas have enjoyed fluctuating 

fortunes. More recently, however, these wines have gained recognition for their 

quality and value in contrast to the more expensive wines of Hermitage and Côte 

Rôtie (Norman, 1996, 84).  

 

Vineyards are established at an altitude of between 100 and 400 metres. The unique 

topography of the appellation differentiates it from others of the northern Rhône in 

that the shapes of the hills protect the vineyards from most of the prevailing wind 

effects. The result is extreme heat. It is therefore important for the growers in Cornas 

to carefully tend vines and create the best possible microclimates to ensure that their 

wines are not overblown (Norman, 1996, 84-86). 

 

The somewhat gentle slopes are terraced for optimum utilisation. The granite bed 

rock here is enhanced with alkali limestone deposits (Wilson, 1999, 290). Granitic 

soils are most common in Cornas but show great variations over relatively short 

distances. Various compositions of granite, marl, clay and limestone present a 

diverse winegrowing opportunity. The best sites are low lying with dominant granitic, 

stony soils. They are of low fertility, very well drained and sometimes unable to retain 

sufficient water through drought conditions (Norman, 1996, 84). 

 

The red wines of Cornas are made from 100% Syrah. No white wine varieties are 

grown here (Norman, 1996, 84). 
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In the cellar, pre-fermentation maceration is shorter as colour extraction from the 

hotter climate fruit is much easier. De-stemming is almost universally practiced. 

Some stems may be returned to the fermentation vats depending on the quality of 

the must. There is a growing trend to leave the stems of old vine bunches and only 

de-stem the fruit of younger vines. Recipes for success to achieve the best balance 

and structure of fruit, tannin and acid are becoming more apparent (Norman, 1996, 

86). It is clear however that ripe fruit, old vines and low yields are critical for 

classically structured wines. Short fermentation of six to seven days at temperatures 

of up to 34ºC, followed by extended maceration to extract the fine tannins is a 

commonly adopted discipline. Up to 18 months of élevage in old wood follows. The 

use of new wood is approached with the utmost restraint and care. Traditionally, the 

wines of Cornas should not be tainted with new wood character (Norman, 1996, 86). 

 

The warmer climate of Cornas yields big wines which are almost opaque. The 

predominant style is one of simple rusticity, prone to meatiness and power, rather 

than finesse and restraint. 

 

2.3  The southern Rhône 

 

South of Avignon the steep river banks of the northern Rhône give way to yield the 

gently sloping hills and shallow valleys of the southern Rhône. Over many centuries 

the process of building the Alps left sheets of cretaceous limestone, which 

subsequently eroded to reveal excellent vineyard sites. The most important eastern 

parts of the southern Rhône are dominated by terraced gravel plateaux (Wilson, 

1999, 291).  

 

The northern Mistral wind is not channelled through narrow valleys in the southern 

Rhône. Its impact is thus less significant here. The southerly borne winds however 

have a major effect, bringing both much needed rains from the coast and less 

desired heat from the Saharan Sirocco (Norman, 1996, 20). The influence of the 

nearby Mediterranean Sea is crucial in its role of tempering the baking heat. The 

diversity in terroir is reflected by the large number of grape varieties permitted in the 

region. 
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Map 2-2: The major appellations of the southern Rhône 

 

Source: (Wilson, 1999, 293) 

 

2.3.1 Châteauneuf-du-Pape 

 

The most important appellation of the southern Rhône, Châteauneuf-du-Pape, is 

best known for its red wines. White wine accounts for roughly 5% of the appellation‟s 

output. The vineyards are low lying, up to 130 metres above sea level, and 

established on gently undulating land. The geology of Châteauneuf-du-Pape is 

central to the character of its wines. The galets roules, large drift boulders, are a 

signature geological feature of the region, most especially around Mont Redon. 

Though not valued by all wine growers, the galets provide two valuable services. The 

terracotta coloured stones are semi-porous and therefore absorb and retain some 

surface moisture. They also store daytime heat and release this to the vines through 

the cool nights. This has a tempering effect, improves ripening and moderates acidity. 
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However, the underlying subsoil of red clay and iron rich soil is the most important 

geological factor influencing the wines of the appellation (Wilson, 1999, 291-292).  

 

The most sought after vineyards are established on the highest plateaux. The soils 

of the lower lying areas are more gravelly and sandy - very dry and well drained. 

Only old vines with deep established root systems can prosper here (Wilson, 1999, 

291). 

 

Grenache Noir is the most dominant variety, accounting for up to 60% of plantings. 

The appellation permits the use of another 12 red and white wine varieties. The other 

approved red wine varieties are Mourvédre, Syrah, Cinsaut, Vacarese, Counoise, 

Terret Noir, Muscardin and Picpoul Noir (Norman, 1996, 98). The approved white 

varieties are sometimes blended with the red in minor quantities to contribute 

freshness and acidity. They are Picardin, Roussanne, Clairette, Grenache Blanc and 

Picpoul Gris (Norman, 1996, 98). The minimum permitted alcoholic strength of 

12.5% for this appellation is the highest in France. It is therefore important to 

carefully sort grapes and eliminate any unripe fruit that could negatively affect the 

final alcohol content and wine quality. The addition of sugar or chaptalization is not 

permitted in Châteauneuf-du-Pape (Robinson, 1999, 160-161). 

 

The most important contribution of the Grenache component is an appealing mix of 

sweet red fruit and cherry, as well as a regional rusticity. Grenache lacks structure 

and colour, however, and is prone to oxidation. These characteristics are 

compensated for by the colour and structure offered by Mourvédre and Syrah, two 

varieties increasingly planted since the 1950s. Grenache is capable of fine, well 

structured wine only if yields are severely restricted. Some of the finest producers, 

such as Chateau Rayas, make mono-cépage examples from Grenache only. Others 

use all 13 permitted varieties, such as Chateau de Beaucastel (Norman, 1996, 98).  

 

The Perrin family of Chateau de Beaucastel have been producers of some of the 

most sought after examples of the appellation. One of their unique practices is a 

process of quickly heating the grapes, prior to fermentation, to 80ºC for a minute or 

two, and then cooling the crushed fruit as it passes from the crusher to the 

fermentation vessel. Not quite a flash pasteurisation, it nevertheless has the effect of 

ensuring maximum extraction of colour and flavour compounds (Beaucastel, 2009). 

It also protects the must from excessive oxidation by destroying unwanted bacteria 
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and oxidation promoting enzymes. The heat breaks long chain molecules and 

releases nutrition for fermentation yeasts in the form of nitrogen (Norman, 1996, 105). 

Long and slow fermentations are possible with a corresponding reduction in the 

amount of sulphur additions necessary. Wine is matured for up to 18 months in old 

oak foudres, racked, fined with egg-white and bottled without filtration. 

 

Wine styles are increasingly influenced by commercial considerations. Some 

producers are introducing carbonic maceration into their fermentation regime to 

preserve the primary fruit flavours and encourage early drinking. Maturation in old 

oak is sometimes shortened for commercial reasons, but also to limit the oxidation of 

the easily influenced Grenache component (Norman, 1996, 102). Common practice 

among producers is to bottle and release a vintage over a period of several months 

as demanded by the marketplace. The result is that the later bottled releases have 

the added benefit of several months more in old oak casks than do those from the 

first bottling. This gives them rounder, more supple tannins and improved complexity. 

The consumer would generally be unaware of this fact, but it should be considered 

when assessing newly released cuvées (Norman, 1996, 102: Robinson, 1999). 

 

The appellation is capable of producing very fine wine, the best being warm and 

spicy with an abundance of rustic red fruits and a tannic tension. Older vineyards 

contribute increasing complexity to a wine‟s profile. The large proportion of Grenache 

makes most examples attractive whilst still youthful, but the best examples are 

equally assured of the benefits of bottle maturation for ten years or more. 

 

2.3.2 The Côtes-du-Rhône and other appellations 

 

Besides the major appellation of Châteauneuf-du-Pape there are several others of 

increasing significance. Established vineyards in the lesser appellations amount to 

more than 44 000 hectares. Essentially utilising the same varieties with the addition 

of another ten in the standard Côte-du-Rhône appellation, the region depends 

heavily on the Grenache Noir variety. Appellations gaining increased prominence for 

quality and value are Gigondas, Vacqueras and Rasteau with many of the Côte-du-

Rhône-Villages appellations capable of producing excellent wines with regional 

charm (Norman, 1996, 143). 
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The lesser appellations of the southern Rhône are founded on soils derived from the 

Quaternary Ice Age, enhanced by Cretaceous marls and Jurassic limestone (Wilson, 

1999, 292-294). The Mediterranean climate is an important component of the 

region‟s terroir. The region is sunny and warm most of the year with early spring 

rains followed by long, dry summers (Wilson, 1999, 290-296). 

 

2.4 South Africa in comparison 

 

The winegrowing regions of the Cape are some of the most diverse in terroir found 

anywhere on the planet. A wide range of geology, soils, altitudes, aspects and meso-

climates abound. This diversity in terroir presents an amazing opportunity for the 

winegrowers of South Africa.  

 

Intrinsic to almost every growing region in the south-western Cape is the presence of 

not one, but two oceans. The influences of an Atlantic Ocean cold current, an Indian 

Ocean warm current and regional influences of altitude, prevailing winds and 

proximity of vineyard sites to the coast, combine to present the winegrower with 

several climates. The diverse meso-climates are essentially maritime or 

Mediterranean and moderate (WOSA, 2009). 

 

Viticulture in the Cape has been established between the latitudes of 27º and 35º 

south - in a warmer winegrowing zone than that of the Rhône valley at 43.8º and 

45.5º north. However the climate of the Cape is cooler than its location suggests. 

The vineyards of the coastal zone are located between latitudes of 33.5º and 35º 

south, no more than 50 kilometres from the ocean. Further inland, away from the 

coast, temperatures rise accordingly in a northerly direction, but steeply rising 

altitudes help to limit the rising temperatures. Regular fog and cool ocean breezes 

assist in reducing temperatures (Swart and Smit, 2006, 24). 

 

South Africa is blessed with an abundance of sunlight which assists the ripening of a 

wide variety of cultivars established on almost any aspect. The strong late afternoon 

sun can impact negatively on north-west facing slopes, which can overheat the 

grapes and result in the loss of aroma compounds. Abundant sunshine and high 

temperatures at harvest can increase grape ripeness levels in a matter of hours. 

Winemakers need to be vigilant at harvest time, so as not to leave their harvesting 

too late and have the varietal character of their grapes destroyed.  
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Prevailing winds generally have a cooling effect, but winegrowers have to contend 

with the challenge of the hot berg wind originating inland from the north. The south-

easterly wind, known as the “Cape Doctor”, so named as it inhibits the growth of vine 

diseases, dries the grape bunches and disperses pollution. It can reach gale force 

speeds and therefore has a devastating effect on poorly located or trellised vines. 

The “Cape Doctor” can reduce temperatures by several degrees without bringing 

rain (Swart and Smit, 2006, 26).  

 
The warm South African climate presents a specific challenge to winegrowers for 

vineyard site selection. In terms of Rhône style red wines, the best sites identified 

have been warm with moderate to low rainfall and on well drained, low potential soils. 

 

2.4.1 South African geology and soil 

 
South African geology boasts some of the oldest viticultural soils in the world. 

Pressures and upheavals over millions of years have created spectacular mountain 

ranges and deep valleys. Precambrian shale and schists which were deposited 

many millions of years ago are currently located at altitudes of 20 to 200 metres. 

Since then, the erosion of granite intrusions established the characteristic sandstone 

mountains and valleys of the Cape (Swart and Smit, 2006, 23).  

 

Figure 2-1: South Africa’s cultivated landscape 

Source: (Swart and Smit, 2006, 23) 
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Several soil types can be found over a relatively small area, even a single vineyard. 

Soils are typically acidic and composed of one or more of sandstone, granite, shale, 

clay, limestone and loam (Swart and Smit, 2006, 25). 

 

2.4.2 Wine pockets 

 

Established in 1972, the South African Wine of Origin scheme (WO) broadly defines 

the physical boundaries of several tiers of wine production areas known in 

descending order of size as Geographical units, Regions, Districts, Wards, Estates 

and Single vineyards. Eighty official appellations covering 101 325 hectares are 

classified (WOSA, 2009; Van Zyl, 2009, 54).  

 

The growing interest in and importance of terroir, and the great diversity and 

complexity of South Africa‟s winegrowing areas, has highlighted the current WO as 

somewhat cumbersome. Elmarie Swart and Izak Smit (2006) have set out to define 

24 “wine pockets”, detailed in their book, “The essential guide to South African 

Wines: Terroir and Travel”. A wine pocket is defined as a small demarcated area of 

wine grape production, where a level of homogeneity is found – not only in soils but 

also in the shape of the landscape, climatic influences and cultivation of wine grapes 

(Swart and Smit, 2006, 11). The intention is to define viticultural areas which 

naturally contribute to a recognisable style of wine with distinctive characteristics. 

The terroir characteristics of the key wine pockets for Rhône style red wines in South 

Africa are summarised in Table 3-1, page 28. 

 

Shiraz has been grown successfully in many viticultural areas of the Western Cape. 

Stellenbosch has long been considered to be the premium red winegrowing region in 

South Africa. Areas which have shown to have particular potential for Shiraz are the 

Swartland, Paarl, Franschhoek, Wellington, Constantia and more recently Elim and 

Cape Agulhas. 

 

In the last ten to fifteen years, vineyards of Grenache and Mourvédre have been 

established in the warmer and drier wine pockets of the Swartland, mostly around 

the town of Malmesbury and in the Paarl area. The terroir of these areas has proved 

to be well suited to the traditional Rhône varieties. The Mediterranean climate closely 

resembles the warm and dry climate of the southern Rhône. A good distribution of 
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decomposed granite, schist and Malmesbury shale can be found in these regions 

(Swart and Smit, 2006, 146; De Jager, 2009). The limited presence of clay in these 

areas ensures soil of low potential and vine vigour is thereby restricted (Sadie, 2009, 

Personal communication). 

 

The rigours of the French AC are too stringent for developing wine countries, (South 

Africa‟s 350 year history means “developing”). There lie ahead possibly generations 

of exploration of sites and experimentation with cultivars, before the value of time 

and effort is able to reveal the true potential of our terroir. The South African terroir 

has already been shown to be a sound foundation for Rhône style wines in general 

and red wines in particular. 
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Table 2-1: Summary of characteristics of key wine pockets. 

Pocket Description of terroir 

Paarl 

Warm climate with an annual rainfall of 900mm. Average 

summer daytime temperatures of 23.1ºC to 24ºC. Soils of 

sandstone, granite and weathered shale. 

Voor-Paardeberg 

(Paarl area) 

North-west of the town of Paarl. Southerly prevailing winds 

cool the pocket to several degrees cooler than the general 

Paarl area. Lower slopes of the Paardeberg mountain have 

low fertility soils of granite and clay.  

Klapmuts-Simondium 

(Paarl area) 

In the foothills of the Simonsberg and Klein Drakenstein 

mountains. Well drained granite derived soils with sandier, 

alluvial soils on the lower slopes. Average summer daytime 

temperature is 22.6ºC. Abundant annual rainfall of 800mm. 

Wellington 

Lies ten kilometres north of Paarl. Average summer daytime 

temperature of 24.3ºC. Benefits from cooling effect of 

prevailing wind and moist air off mountain slopes. Moderate 

to low annual rainfall of 500mm. Geology varies from shale to 

sandstone and granite.  

Swartland 

Vineyards on the lower foothills of the Riebeek-Kasteelberg 

and Paardeberg mountains. Moderate to low annual rainfall of 

400 to 550mm. Average summer daytime temperature is 

23.8ºC. Medium to low potential soils are predominantly shale 

based. Weathered granite soils in parts have good water 

retention properties.  

Franschhoek 

A valley enclosed on three sides by tall mountains. High 

annual rainfall of 800mm. Warm area with average February 

temperature of 23.5ºC. Soils of predominantly sandstone with 

some shale and granite derived soils.  

Stellenbosch 

Lies ten kilometres from the coast. Prevailing south-easterly 

wind “Cape Doctor”. Granitic soils on mountain foothills with 

shale. Warm, maritime influenced climate. Average summer 

daytime temperature is around 20ºC. Great diversity of meso-

climates.  

 

Source: (Swart and Smit, 2006) 
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3. TRADITIONAL RHÔNE RED WINE GRAPE VARIETIES 

 

The most dominant red wine grape varieties of the Rhône valley, namely Syrah 

(Shiraz), Grenache and Mourvédre will be briefly described here. The white wine 

grape variety Viognier, as it has a diminishing, but historical association with the 

wines of Côte Rôtie, will be briefly described. 

 

3.1 Syrah 

 

Synonyms: Serine, Hermitage, Balsamina, Candive, Hignin Noir, Marsanne Noir. 

 

Syrah is the seventh most planted wine cultivar in the world, with total plantings of 

143 000 hectares (Robinson, 1999). It is capable of producing concentrated and 

complex red wines with significant ageing potential. 

  

3.1.1 The origins of Syrah 

 

The origin of Syrah has been a much debated subject with its various names 

suggesting its provenance.  

 

Successful DNA typing using grape reference material from the viticultural research 

station in Montpellier was concluded by Carole Meredith at the University of 

California‟s Department of Viticulture and Enology in 1998. The findings reveal that 

Syrah is a cross of two obscure grape cultivars, Dureza and Mondeuse Blanche 

(Robinson, 1999, 682; Wikipedia, 2009).  

 

Dureza has its origins rooted in the Ardèche region in France and is no longer found 

in modern vineyards. Mondeuse Blanche is a white grape cultivar from the Savoy 

region, France, and is still grown in very small quantities. Both of these parent grape 

cultivars have their origins in south-eastern France. The Syrah grape variety 

therefore has its origins most closely associated with the Rhône valley, where it is 

most dominant in France today (Robinson, 1999, 682; Wikipedia, 2009).  
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3.1.2 Syrah and Shiraz 

 
This grape cultivar is traditionally known as Syrah in France, Europe, the United 

States and South American wine producing countries. The name adopted in New 

World wine producing countries such as Australia and South Africa is Shiraz. The 

two names mean one and the same thing. More recently however, New World 

producers are exercising their choice of name to indicate the style of wine that they 

have chosen to make. Syrah is thus often used to indicate wines made in a more 

traditional, restrained fruit style and Shiraz is used for wines made in a more modern, 

upfront fruit style. In this text the two names will be used in a context consistent with 

the above argument. 

 

3.1.3 The relevance of Syrah  

 

This variety is well suited to warmer climates. It is also capable of producing fine, 

complex wines with excellent ageing potential. These particular characteristics make 

the variety eminently suited to the current and future wine landscape of South Africa.  

 

The flavour profile of Syrah is very dependent on its growing conditions, soils and 

climate. In cooler climates, the variety produces wines with primary characteristics of 

ground pepper and spice, accompanied by a range of fruits such as plum, warm 

blackberry and mulberry. As the wine ages, tertiary notes of leather, tar, savoury 

bacon and smoke are revealed. In warmer climates such as in South Africa, Shiraz 

tends to lose the ground pepper characteristic and the ripe black fruit, tar and 

savoury smoked bacon tend to prevail (Halliday and Johnson, 1992, 34). 

 

Syrah and Shiraz are traditionally associated with pepper and spice. However, it 

must be noted that it is a characteristic which must be carefully judged and is 

particularly dependant on climate and ripeness. Prominent Rhône producer, Gerard 

Jaboulet, is adamant that the characteristic should be limited to a threshold level and 

that too prominent a pepper characteristic is simply indicative of underripe grapes 

from a poor vintage (Halliday and Johnson, 1992, 34). This observation describes 

the critical importance of optimum ripeness at harvest. Underripe Shiraz grapes will 

produce green and astringent wines. Overripe Shiraz becomes “cooked” and the 

wine loses its signature aromas and flavours. The complexity of Shiraz and Shiraz 

based wines is derived from optimally ripe fruit.  
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The key characteristics of Shiraz and other Rhône varieties are summarised together 

in Table 3-3, on page 37. 

 

3.1.4 Shiraz in South Africa. 

 

In the late 1900s the Shiraz cultivar was colourfully described by the Afrikaans word 

“dikvoet”, literally meaning “thick foot”. This apt description refers to the heavy 

handed style of big, porty wines, heavily macerated and made with lots of press wine 

(Norman, 1996, 274). Tannic and high in alcohol, the early South African style lacked 

finesse and any semblance of elegance. Later styles of Shiraz have become more 

varietal focussed and are somewhat leaner than the old sledgehammer style.  

 

Shiraz is the second most planted red wine grape cultivar in South Africa (WOSA, 

2009). The increase in Shiraz plantings has far exceeded the increase in plantings of 

any of the other major cultivars in South Africa. The importance of this trend, most 

significant in the last decade, is reflected in Table 3-1, below. 

 

Table 3-1: Selected red wine grape varieties as % of total vineyard area in  

      South Africa 

Variety 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Cabernet Sauvignon 11.0 12.4 13.0 13.5 13.4 13.1 12.8 12.5 

Shiraz 7.5 8.4 8.6 9.4 9.6 9.6 9.7 9.8 

Merlot 6.0 6.6 6.7 7.0 6.8 6.7 6.6 6.5 

Pinotage 7.3 7.2 6.8 6.7 6.4 6.2 6.0 6.0 

Source: (WOSA, 2009) 

 

New plantings of Shiraz over the last year have clearly outstripped our most planted 

red wine cultivar, namely Cabernet Sauvignon, in the coastal region and specifically 

in the Paarl district and the Malmesbury ward of the Swartland district. This 

illustrates the trend for site specific planting of Shiraz vines in the warmer and drier 

regions of the Cape. It further reflects an understanding of the potential for Shiraz in 

these areas. See the data presented in Table 3-2 page 32. 
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Table 3-2: New plantings of selected red wine grape varieties planted in the 

period 1 December 2007 to 30 November 2008 in selected areas 

Variety Malmesbury 

(hectares) 

Paarl 

(hectares) 

Stellenbosch 

(hectares) 

Cabernet Sauvignon 7.01 16.37 50.3 

Merlot 2.59 0 20.74 

Shiraz 17.32 24.29 18.9 

Grenache 16.42 3.4 0 

Mourvédre 2.06 0 3.34 

Source: (SAWIS, 2009) 

 

The early pioneers of South Africa‟s modern Shiraz movement were led by a handful 

of passionate winemakers. Charles Back of Fairview in Paarl continues today as a 

major force in driving the selection of cultivars for specific sites and will happily flout 

tradition. Lievland Estate on the slopes of the Simonsberg between Paarl and 

Stellenbosch did stellar work in developing early Syrah styles in South Africa. 

Hartenburg Estate in the Devon valley and La Motte in Franschhoek assisted 

through developing more classic styles of Syrah. Whilst the diversity of South 

Africa‟s terroir allows for fine examples of Shiraz and Syrah in locations ranging from 

Elim near Cape Agulhas to Stellenbosch and Constantia, it is clear that the most 

important districts are those of Paarl and Swartland. 

 

The efforts of the pioneers have now been taken up and given even greater 

momentum by a group of young, energetic and visionary winemakers who are 

pursuing with passion the cultivation of fine Syrah and other Rhône style wines in 

South Africa. The efforts and wines of a selected group of these winemakers are 

described in Section 6 page 61. 

 

3.2 Grenache 

 

Synonyms: Alicante, Cannonau, Garnacha 

 

The name Grenache Noir is the full and correct name. However, the simplified 

version – Grenache, is generally used to refer to the red wine variety.  
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Grenache is the world‟s second most planted variety. It is a late ripening variety and 

therefore does especially well in hot and dry conditions. It plays a significant role in 

the wines of Spain and the south of France (Robinson, 1999, 336).  

 

3.2.1 The origins of Grenache 

 

Ampelogical research has shown that the Grenache grape cultivar has its origins in 

either Spain (where it is commonly known as Garnacha), or in the island Sardinia, 

Italy (where the grape is known as Cannonau). It is nevertheless apparent that the 

variety made its way to Spain in the region of Aragon in the 14th or 15th century when 

Sardinia was under Spanish rule. The variety was subsequently established in the 

Languedoc and eventually in the south of France in the 19th century (Robinson, 1999, 

336). 

 

3.2.2 The relevance of Grenache 

 

Grenache contributes body and fruit, typically red berry fruit character, to blended 

wines without adding significantly to the tannins. It is therefore generally most useful 

as a blending component with other varieties such as Syrah and Mourvédre. 

Typically, it makes up the bulk of the blend in the red wines of Châteauneuf-du-Pape 

AC and is dominant in the lesser appellation of Côtes-du-Rhône. In the Rhône it is 

responsible for contributing a definite rusticity to a wine‟s flavour profile which 

underlines the regional character of southern Rhône wines. 

 

Grenache wine quality is inextricably linked with vine yield. Older vines are able to 

produce fruit with higher levels of pigmentation and tannin and so produce more 

substantial examples of the variety as in Priorat, Spain. Single variety wines are 

made with significant success in Priorat and Châteauneuf-du-Pape (Chateau Rayas) 

from old vines carefully managed to limit yield. Such wines can exhibit complex 

characteristics of black cherries, olives, coffee, leather, tar and spice. 

 

Key characteristics of Grenache are summarised in Table 3-3, page 37. 
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3.2.3 Grenache in South Africa 

 

In South Africa, Grenache total plantings are currently ranked fourth of the emerging 

cultivars, after Petit Verdot, Mourvédre and Roobernet. In recent years there has 

been a steep escalation in the annual demand for Grenache plant material, from a 

requirement for 10 hectares in 2006 to 30 hectares in 2008 (Spreeth, 2008). This 

represents a significant increase, albeit from a low base, and is confirmation of the 

trend to establish suitable varieties on the most appropriate sites. 

 

New plantings of Grenache are limited to the warmer regions of the Cape. The 

Malmesbury ward shows the greatest demand, with good demand from the warm 

Paarl district. See Table 3-2, page 32, 

 

Like Shiraz, Grenache is a cultivar that does best in the poorest of soils. A hot and 

dry climate as can be found in the Swartland, and more specifically the Malmesbury 

Ward, is well suited to its cultivation. Although the Grenache plantings in the 

Swartland are mostly extremely young, there are some vineyards of significant age 

in the Swartland district which contribute to the Rhône style blends from Fairview 

Estate and associated Spice Route Wine Company and Goats do Roam Wine 

Company. As described earlier on page 33, Grenache is best when yields are 

heavily restricted and vines are older. 

  

3.3 Mourvédre 

 

Synonyms: Mataró, Monastrell, Balzac 

 

Mourvédre is enjoying something of a renaissance, becoming increasingly important 

in the south of France, Languedoc-Roussillon and in many New World countries. 

Mourvédre vineyard area has almost doubled in France since 1998. The variety is 

known as Monastrell in Spain and as Mataró in Australia. It is Spain‟s second most 

important variety after Garnacha (Robinson, 1999, 466). 
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3.3.1 The origins of Mourvédre 

 

Mourvédre almost certainly has its origins close to the Spanish towns of Mataro near 

Barcelona and Murviedro near Valencia. It is believed to have been introduced to 

Catalonia by the Phoenicians in around 500 BC and established in France in the 16th 

century (Robinson, 1999, 466). 

 

3.3.2 The relevance of Mourvédre 

 

Mourvédre berries are small and thick skinned with concentrated phenolic 

compounds giving dense and dark wines high in tannin. It is thus useful in the blends 

of the southern Rhône as it lends structure, colour, perfumed aromatics and black 

fruit flavours to the dominant Grenache, which lacks those characteristics. On its 

own, the variety shows gamey and meaty characteristics. These characteristics are 

similar to those of wines which have been infected by the Brettanomyces yeast 

(Goode, 2005, 142). See Section 5.3.2, page 56, for more detail.  

 

Mourvédre buds and ripens very late and is thus suited to warm or hot climates. It is 

unable to ripen fully in the northern Rhône (Norman, 1996, 294). 

 

Key characteristics of Mourvédre are summarised in Table 3-3, page 37. 

 

3.3.3 Mourvédre in South Africa 

 

Mourvédre is the second most planted of the emerging cultivars, after Petit Verdot. 

By 2008, 350 hectares had been established in South Africa. The demand for 

Mourvédre plant material in South Africa has remained reasonably constant at 12 to 

15 hectares per year from 2006 to 2008. It remains, however, the third most 

important emerging cultivar in South Africa after Petit Verdot and Grenache (WOSA, 

2009). 

 

The most recent plantings of Mourvédre have been in the Malmesbury ward and the 

Stellenbosch region. See Table 3-2, page 32, for detail. This suggests the role that 

this cultivar can play in classically structured red wines as well as lending structure to 

the more loosely knit Grenache. Plantings in the Swartland are consistent with the 
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warmer climate and reflect similar selection criteria to the plantings in the southern 

Rhône. Given the favourable South African terroir, Mourvédre will undoubtedly play 

an important role in the future winegrowing landscape of the Cape (WOSA, 2009). 

 

3.4 Viognier 

 

Viognier is a variety which is gaining a large commercial following as a single cultivar 

wine in South Africa and other parts of the New World. It is a common belief that the 

role of Viognier played in Côte Rôtie AC, France, is declining as the vines, 

traditionally interspersed with Syrah vines, are being replaced with Syrah vines as 

they die out (Norman, 1996, 28).  

 

Its most significant contribution in the northern Rhône is as a mono-cépage in 

Condrieu AC and Château-Grillet AC (Norman, 1996, 43). Although its importance 

as a blending component in Rhône red wines has diminished, it has become 

fashionable in South Africa. It is made as a single varietal wine and is frequently 

blended with Shiraz in an apparent mimic of the Côte Rôtie blend.  

 

The warmer climate of South Africa does not indicate a need to blend this variety 

with Syrah. Its most appropriate contribution is as a single varietal wine in selected 

cooler climate sites. 

 

3.5 Summary of Rhône red wine variety characteristics 

 

The suitability of South Africa‟s terroir for Rhône varieties is based on the founding 

strengths of South Africa‟s location, geology and climate. The warm and relatively 

dry climate of most notably the Swartland district is well suited to all of the Rhône 

varieties. The varieties of the southern Rhône most especially are adaptable to our 

warm Mediterranean climate. The principle variety of the northern Rhône, Syrah, 

shows greater adaptability than the varieties of the southern Rhône. It nonetheless 

has specific characteristics that make it eminently suitable for viticulture across our 

wine growing areas and in particular in warm dry land areas such as the Swartland. 

 

Table 3-3 on page 37 summarises and compares the most important characteristics 

of these varieties. 
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Table 3-3: Characteristics of Rhône red wine grape varieties. 
 

Characteristic Shiraz Grenache Mourvédre 

Vigour and 
yield 

Vigorous grower. 
Rigorous canopy 
management 
required to achieve 
vine balance. Yield 
can be excessive at 
expense of 
concentration and 
character. Yield of 
less than 6 tons per 
hectare for quality 
fruit. 

High vigour. 
Requires severe 
pruning and rigorous 
debudding. Must be 
carefully managed in 
vineyard to limit yield 
and maximise fruit 
quality. 

High natural vigour. 
Yields are moderate 
and variable. 

Potential 
alcohol 

Can achieve high 
sugar levels in hot 
climate. Excessive 
alcohol can leave 
the wine unbalanced 
with poor varietal 
expression. 

Capable of high 
sugar levels. Yield 
must be strictly 
limited to optimise 
physiological 
ripeness and 
character.  

Capable of high 
alcohol. 
 

Acid 
Good natural acid 
and fruit balance 

Naturally low in 
acidity. Permits early 
consumption when 
blended in a 
commercial style 
wine. 

Good natural acid 
balance 

Polyphenolic 
content 

Very high phenolic 
and anthocyanin 
content. High tannin 
content. Well suited 
to wood maturation. 
Very good ageing 
potential. Is 
susceptible to 
Brettanomyces 
yeast infection. See 
Section 5.3, page 
54. 

Thin skin. Low 
concentration of 
phenolics, tannins 
and anthocyanins. 
Susceptible to 
oxidation and colour 
loss. Lacks structure 
and is most often 
blended with more 
structured varieties. 

Tannic and highly 
pigmented. This 
characteristic, and 
its aroma and 
flavour profile, have 
it sometimes 
associated with 
Brettanomyces 
yeast infection. See 
Section 5.3.2, page 
56, for a detailed 
description. 

Viticulture 

Microclimate and 
vineyard site are 
critical. Well drained, 
warm and sunny 
slopes are best. 
Long floppy cordons 
require some 
structural support – 
gobelet training or 
trellising. 

Good wind 
tolerance. Strong 
wood structure is 
suitable to bush vine 
cultivation. 
Unsuitable for 
mechanical 
harvesting. 
 

Tall vines – wind 
sensitive – need 
sheltered position or 
bush vine cultivation.  

Continued over page 
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Table 3-3: Characteristics of Rhône red wine grape varieties continued. 
 

Characteristic Shiraz Grenache Mourvédre 

Drought resistance 

Good drought 
resistance. 
Produces 
concentrated 
varietal 
characteristics with 
some water-stress. 

Very good drought 
resistance. Ideal 
for dry land 
viticulture.  
 

 

Soil 

Best in soil of low 
potential. Granite 
based sandy soils 
with minimum clay 
content. 

Adaptable to a 
variety of poor soil 
types. Thrives on 
well drained 
granite, schist and 
stony soils with 
good heat retention 
properties. 

Adaptable to 
variety of soil 
types. 
 

Climate and 
Ripening 

Late budding 
variety. Requires 
warm climate to 
ripen fully. 
Overripe grapes 
will lack acidity. 

Buds early and is 
late ripening. It 
requires a long and 
warm growing 
season. 
Susceptible to 
spring frost. 

Very late budding 
and ripening, 
suitable to hot 
climates and a long 
growing season 

Disease resistance 

Good but 
susceptible to 
Syrah decline and 
Shiraz disease. 
Refer Section 5.2, 
page 50. Is 
susceptible to 
Brettanomyces 
yeast infection. 
See Section 5.3, 
page 54. 

Tight grape 
clusters. 
Susceptible to 
downy mildew and 
bunch rot. 

Susceptible to 
downy and 
powdery mildew. 
Sometimes 
associated with 
Brettanomyces 
yeast infection. 
See Section 5.3, 
page 54, for a 
detailed 
description. 

Source: (Robinson, 1999; Norman, 1999, 292-297; Goode, 2005, 139-140) 
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4. RHÔNE STYLE RED WINES IN SOUTH AFRICA 
  

South African Shiraz wines have been through several phases of development in the 

last 50 years. Early styles were big, alcoholic and porty, exhibiting little varietal 

character. A shift in the 1990s towards a style expressing true varietal character, with 

leaner fruit expression and firm structure, has been taken up by a growing group of 

passionate winemakers. 

 

The pioneering efforts of Charles Back of Fairview Estate, seeking to match 

Mediterranean varieties with specific sites and exploit the potential for Rhône style 

wines in our Mediterranean climate, have been widely recognised in the last ten 

years. The launch of the Goats do Roam Wine Company wines, followed by the fine 

range of wines of the Spice Route Wine Company, signalled the start of a significant 

wave of opportunity for the development of Rhône style wines in South Africa. The 

opportunity presented was not limited to single cultivar Shiraz wines. The 

introduction of Mediterranean varieties such as Grenache, Mourvédre, Viognier and 

Carignan broadened the opportunity to explore an extended range of Rhône style 

wines.  

 

South Africa is well suited to the introduction and development of Mediterranean 

varieties and Rhône wine styles. The warm Cape climate and granite based geology, 

most notably of the Swartland, closely match that of the Rhône valley, more 

especially the southern Rhône. The prospect of climate change and global warming 

further strengthens the argument for establishing these varieties and wine styles. It is 

however most important that a stringent and critical examination of our terroir is done, 

to best match site and cultivar. 

 

4.1 Rhône style in South Africa 

 

At the time when winegrowers and winemakers were establishing a more focused, 

restrained style for Shiraz, the international wine markets were abuzz with styles of 

wine that were modern, rich and flavoursome. Approachable in youth with soft 

rounded tannins, they were made for early consumption “off the shelf”. They were 

big, showy wines, sometimes in excess of 15% alcohol by volume. Commercial 

demand for these wines grew quickly, spurred on by favourable media attention and 
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a growing culture of promoting by competition results. This gave South African 

producers, keen to break into the newly opened international markets and with 

suitable terroir to produce such wines, the motivation to produce more showy wines 

with a ripe and upfront fruit style. Some good and many mediocre wines were 

produced in pursuit of international acceptance. 

 

It is significant that the longest established Shiraz vineyards are no more than a few 

decades old (Fridjhon, 2009). The emerging Mediterranean varieties of Grenache 

and Mourvédre save for a few small parcels, are no more than 15 or 20 years old 

(SAWIS, 2009). 

 

Nonetheless, it is apparent that the tide is turning once more. The strong 

international demand for big, modern, high alcohol wines is receding in favour of 

more restrained wines showing individual character and a sense of place. They are a 

work in progress, but already it is evident that cleaner and leaner wines are 

emerging with greater purity of fruit. Lower in alcohol, they are more linear with a firm 

structure. They offer savoury and smoked meat characteristics with some pepper 

and spice. The promise of vine maturity in future years adds to the expectation. This 

new trend will restore more balance to our wine landscape, and provide a better 

foundation from which to explore site specific terroir wines (Ahmed, 2009). 

 

There are many producers of so called Rhône style red wines in South Africa. Rhône 

style in a South African context has come to mean a wine made from traditional 

Rhône cultivars. New World Shiraz and Shiraz based blend styles, with high alcohol 

levels, excessive residual sugar and showing leathery, overripe fruit cannot pretend 

to be Rhône style wines. These wines do not express their origins or true varietal 

character. The South African climate is hot, no doubt, and therefore wines of high 

alcohol level are commonly produced. By contrast however, even in the hottest of 

the most recent French vintages, namely 2003, Rhône wines show restraint, 

structure and linearity of fruit. The single variety wines of the northern Rhône show 

depth and complexity with true varietal character. The blended wines of the southern 

Rhône show characteristic rusticity, but have the expected breadth and honest fruit 

expression of their assembled varieties. Is it possible then, in South Africa, to 

produce dry and balanced wines which are more elegant and restrained, with lower 

alcohols and ripe tannins? Internationally respected winemaker Andre van Rensburg 

of Vergelegen concedes in Brooke (2008), that due to South Africa‟s warm climate, 
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an increase of around 1% of potential alcohol is necessary to achieve flavour 

complexity. South African wines are therefore bound to be bigger than their 

European counterparts, but elegance and restraint are absolutely possible. The 

secret to lighter and yet complex wines, believes Van Rensburg, lies in the vineyards 

(Brook, 2008, 70).  

 

Vineyard site selection and the matching of cultivar are critical first steps for South 

African wine growers. Historically, South African wine producers were limited by 

regulations that restricted their efforts to the boundaries of their estates. This 

resulted in many cultivars being established on a single estate, reflecting the owner‟s 

personal preference and commercial priorities rather than site suitability. Today, 

however, producers are able to expand their viticultural horizons to meet both 

domestic and international market demands. Selections must be made today for the 

wines of future generations. It is of utmost importance that the warm South African 

climate of today and the even warmer climate of the future are carefully considered 

when making selections. The suitability of Rhône varieties in the poor soils of the 

warm dry land areas of the Swartland district and Malmesbury ward, are a powerful 

motivator for establishing what will become a significant component of South Africa‟s 

wine industry for generations to come. 

 

4.2 Viticulture 

 

The impact that vine yield and vine age have on wine quality and varietal expression 

cannot be underestimated. Yield is impacted by vineyard site selection, soil potential, 

rootstock and vine clone.  

 

High vigour varieties such as Syrah and Grenache must be planted on well drained 

soils of low fertility. Their growth and yield must be carefully managed if they are to 

produce quality fruit expressing true varietal character. Severe pruning and budding 

are essential. The use of fertiliser, most especially nitrogen based fertilisers, is not 

recommended as they encourage vigour and growth. Green pruning of vines to 

remove lesser ripe fruit a few months before the anticipated harvest is recommended 

to ensure that the vine is able to support only the remaining bunches. This 

complements the discipline of crop thinning at véraison which has proven to be 
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successful in increasing sugar levels and bunch weight (Sadie, 2009, Personal 

communication). 

 

Vine training is critical to produce the correct canopy and so ensure correct exposure 

to sunlight and resistance to adverse climatic factors. Syrah vines produce long and 

floppy cordons and are best trained against vertical posts. The gobelet training of 

Syrah vines in the Rhône valley is very efficient in this regard. Grenache performs 

well bush trained. Canopy management is a very important practice, ensuring a cool 

and optimum microclimate in South Africa‟s very warm macroclimate. As described 

in Section 5.4, page 57, the production and harvesting of optimally ripe grapes are 

critical for proper varietal expression. 

 

Vineyard planning and vine density are important considerations in managing vine 

vigour. The Syrah vines of Hermitage are planted at a greater density than the 

Grenache vines of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. This strategy ensures that adjacent vines 

have to compete for the limited nutrients and resources necessary for growth. The 

Grenache vines of Châteauneuf-du-Pape are cultivated in extremely dry conditions, 

limiting vine vigour (Norman, 1996, 293). 

 

The long history of the Rhône valley has spawned a large number of clones of all 

varieties, tried and tested over time. The relative youth of the South African industry 

means that there is less available clonal material. The disadvantage is especially 

highlighted among emerging varieties such as Grenache and Mourvédre. Many of 

the older clones of Shiraz in South Africa are infected with fan leaf virus. Intensive 

efforts are being made to clean up existing clones and to ensure that new clones are 

virus free. Cleaned up clones tend to be more vigorous however, and care must be 

taken to not lose varietal character through poor clone choice (Norman, 1996, 277). 

 

The production of Rhône style wines at Solms-Delta Wines in Franschhoek is an 

indication of fresh energy and innovation to the Rhône style segment of the industry. 

The desiccation of grape bunches on the vine, first practiced by the ancient Greeks 

and Romans, has been implemented at Solms-Delta. It involves the partial 

strangulation of the bunch stem while still on the vine. This practice concentrates 

colour, sugar and flavour compounds, without the normal decline in acid levels, 

obviating the need for extended ripening or “hang time” to achieve physiological 
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ripeness. The balance of phenolic compounds and natural acids is enhanced and 

potential alcohol limited (Hegewisch, 2009, Personal communication). 

 

4.3 Vinification 

  

The decision to start harvest marks the beginning of the vinification process. In the 

late 1990s, Shiraz was often picked too late with excessive potential alcohol, making 

big, plummy wines with little varietal definition. This was because the decision to 

start harvest was based primarily on scientific measures such as pH, acidity, sugar 

level (ºBalling) and potential alcohol. Whilst the monitoring of these parameters in 

ripening wine grapes is extremely important, the importance of a simple taste 

assessment was all but ignored. In South Africa, if acids are not optimal at harvest, 

the tannins may still be able to adequately hold the wine‟s structure. An acid 

adjustment can be made to the must prior to fermentation if necessary. The current 

trend is to have grapes analysed for phenolic ripeness every day or two as harvest 

nears. In addition, regular taste assessments and inspections of grape seed colour 

are carried out (De Jager, 2009). 

 

Quality wines demand careful sorting of grapes or triage prior to crushing and 

fermentation, eliminating any unnecessary plant material and any over or underripe 

fruit. More often than not, bunches should be de-stemmed, either completely or 

partially prior to fermentation (Norman, 1996, 277). Cold soaking and pre-

fermentation maceration are becoming common practice for Shiraz vinification. The 

anthocyanin content is high in Shiraz and colour extraction is rarely a problem. High 

levels of tannin are not extracted pre-fermentation, so the tannin levels can be better 

controlled by the duration of post fermentation maceration, without any concern for 

colour extraction (Norman, 1996, 44-46). 

 

The fermentation process can be managed in numerous and varied ways. If the must 

is fermented without stems, the cellar master is able to control the extraction of stem 

characteristics by the later addition of stems if assessment so indicates. Wild or 

natural yeasts are increasingly being used to aid fermentation and contribute a 

regional character to the wine, depending on the quality of the harvested blocks and 

the desired style of wine. Astute winemakers are vinifying their harvest using 

different methods for each batch of the same variety according to the quality of the 
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harvest. Carbonic maceration is increasingly used to extract youthful fruit, colour and 

limit tannins. Large open top wooden fermentation vats are regularly used, as are 

open cement or concrete kuipe with regular punch downs and/or pump-overs. After 

post-fermentation maceration and racking to barrels, malolactic fermentation takes 

place in barrels (Norman, 1996, 44-46). 

 

Fermentation temperatures are an important element in controlling the 

characteristics and quality of the final wine. Cooler temperatures will preserve the 

fruit‟s primary aromatic and flavour compounds, typical in lighter Rhône styles. 

Higher temperatures emphasise the plum and darker berried fruit characteristics 

such as blackberry and mulberry, producing more full-bodied wines with bold Syrah 

characteristics. The rate of temperature rise in the fermenting wine should be 

monitored and gradually allowed to reach its upper limit (De Jager, 2009, Personal 

communication). 

 

4.4 Maturation 

 

There is a growing understanding amongst South Africa‟s winemakers of the 

sensitivity of Syrah and other Mediterranean varieties to the effects of new oak. 

Shiraz has in the past often been lavished with new oak and invariably tarnished with 

its characteristics. New wood character, if excessive, is difficult to integrate even with 

extended bottle maturation. The French refer to the wines being “marked” by the new 

oak. Only the very best, concentrated fruit (as in Côte Rôtie) can tolerate and benefit 

from the primary characteristics of new small oak barrel maturation. The modern 

trend is one of careful consideration first, given the quality of harvested fruit. The 

application is mostly limited to a judicious and minimum time in new oak, if indeed 

any. Marc Kent of Boekenhoutskloof does not want any primary new wood character 

on his excellent Syrah from Wellington vineyards. Only old French barriques are 

used for a maturation of 18 to 27 months before being assessed and bottled after 

only after a light egg-white fining. Filtration or cold stabilisation is not applied as it is 

generally not required after an extended time in barrel (Kent, 2007, Personal 

communication). Some of the most successful Rhône style wines in South Africa 

receive limited new wood treatment and more significant old wood maturation. 



 
Rhône style red wines in South Africa     
Michael John Lee, April 2010. 

 

45 

5. SIGNIFICANT ISSUES RELATED TO RHÔNE STYLE RED 
WINES IN SOUTH AFRICA 

 

There are naturally several issues that will bring challenges to any winemaking 

initiative. The prospect of Rhône style wines is no different. The South African terroir, 

especially in the Malmesbury and Paarl areas, with its warm climate and well drained 

low vigour soils, is imminently suitable for the cultivation of Rhône cultivars. 

Nonetheless, the challenge of cultivating and producing quality wine must 

encompass all the identifiable opportunities and all the known challenges. 

  

5.1 Climate change 

 

The worldwide discussion on climate change and global warming intensifies almost 

day by day. The effect of climate change on crop cultivation and specifically vine 

cultivation and winemaking will undoubtedly be significant in the short and medium-

term, if not catastrophic in the long-term. 

 

Global warming is a reality which, it must be said, the wine industry has been too 

slow to react to. Research into climate change is not being funded by the wine 

industry and the major research institutes have not initiated climate change related 

studies. The 1990s were the warmest decade of the last century in the northern 

hemisphere. 1998 was warmer than the previous 1 000 years. Similar comparisons 

are not possible for the southern hemisphere due to lack of data (Joubert, 2005). 

 

Whilst the vineyards of the Northern Cape are expected to suffer a temperature rise 

of 2.5ºC to 4.5ºC, the effect on the important winegrowing vineyards of the Western 

Cape is expected to be greatly moderated by the beneficial cooling effect of the 

Atlantic and Indian Oceans as well as the prevailing winds of the region (Joubert, 

2005). It is also believed that the geological diversity of the Cape will continue to 

provide wine producers with cool sites. The change in rainfall patterns, associated 

with global warming, may have a more severe effect in the Cape winelands than a 

rise in temperatures (Joubert, 2005). The Western Cape has suffered crippling 

drought conditions over several years in the recent past. A shift in the timing of 

rainfall is of particular concern. Rain in late winter and early spring has been the 

pattern in the last five years (Joubert, 2005). 
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Professor Eben Archer of Distell stresses the importance of terroir selection for heat 

sensitive varieties. The identification and use of rootstocks which are adapted to heat 

stress are of utmost importance. Extensive site preparation must be done prior to 

planting to ensure adequate root volume and water delivery (Joubert, 2005). 

 

5.1.1 Sunlight 

 

The quantity of sunlight which reaches a vine's fruit during the growing season has a 

critical effect on grape ripening, grape composition, varietal expression and 

ultimately wine character and quality. In South Africa, as the climate is warm with 

abundant sunshine, vines tend to be excessively vigorous, resulting in a dense and 

large canopy. This restricts the amount of sunlight that reaches the fruit. There are 

many short-term interventions available to winegrowers (such as suckering, shoot 

positioning, tipping and canopy management), to balance the quantity of light 

penetrating the vine‟s canopy. 

 

Increased exposure to sunlight has a beneficial effect on pigment levels. However, a 

fine balance is required to ensure, especially in warmer climates such as South 

Africa, that the increased sunlight does not increase the temperature of the grapes to 

unwanted levels, thereby destroying the varietal character (Van Schalkwyk, 2003). 

 

The choice of vineyard site, variety and rootstock must be made with the effect of 

sunlight in mind. Soil preparation, vine spacing, trellis system, fertilisation and 

irrigation are all factors having a direct impact on canopy density (Van Schalkwyk, 

2003). 

 

The abundant sunlight during the ripening season in South Africa makes it an 

eminently suitable environment for cultivation of Rhône wine grape varieties. These 

varieties are unable to ripen fully in more marginal climates such as that found in 

Bordeaux for example. 
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5.1.2 Temperature 

 

At the Vinpro/Winetech Information day in Paarl in April of 2009, Professor Alain 

Deloire of the University of Stellenbosch presented the results and findings of 

empirical data collected over a period of more than 35 years from a widespread 

number of mechanical and automatic weather stations in the Cape wine regions. 

Without doubt, the data illustrated and confirmed the manifestations of climate 

change in the recent history of the Cape winelands. If extrapolated, the shown trends 

highlight the importance of careful planning for, and adapting to, the wine cultivation 

environment of the future. 

 

Site and cultivar selection are of paramount importance, as is the choice of 

rootstocks adapted for heat and water stress. This will most certainly involve some 

difficult decisions with regard to the viability of some cultivars and the suitability of 

cultivars which are not currently attractive from an international market perspective. 

 

The temperature data presented by Professor Deloire is summarised in Table 5-1, 

page 48. The data illustrates with absolute certainty that there has been a clear and 

significant warming of our winelands environment over the last three or four decades. 

This warming of our winegrowing regions/districts has moved the Winkler 

classification of our wine regions one category higher over the last several decades. 

 

The implications of this rise in temperature cannot be underestimated. Besides 

emphasising the importance of site and cultivar selection, it stresses the importance 

of careful and effective vineyard management practices. It is possible to manipulate 

the microclimate of a vineyard to significantly improve the growing and ripening 

conditions of vines (Wilson, 1999, 34-35). 

 

Maximum temperature data for the Stellenbosch wine district shows an increase of 

1.6ºC over the last four decades. Dr. Stephanie Wand of the University of 

Stellenbosch believes that the overall temperature increase in some areas may be 

as much as 2-3ºC (Joubert, 2005). 
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Table 5-1: Summary of Winkler index for selected South African 

and Rhône wine regions. 

Wine Region 

Heat 

summation 

(ºC) 

Winkler 

region 

Degree 

Days 

increase 

Period of 

record 

Duration 

of record 

Stellenbosch 1972 IV +150 1967-2002 35 years 

Paarl 2370 V +200 1970-2007 37 years 

Constantia 1777 III +180 1967-1999 32 years 

Overberg 1521 II +180 1964-1994 30 years 

Source: (Deloire, 2009) 

 

The data of Table 5-2 clearly illustrates the similarity of the climates, as categorised 

by the Winkler heat summation, between the major appellations of the Rhône valley 

and selected winegrowing regions of the Cape.  

 

In general, the Cape regions are warmer than those of the Rhône valley. The Paarl 

region has become hot. Site selection in this area is especially critical. The most 

favourable South African mesoclimates  for southern Rhône varieties and wine styles 

are to be found in regions classified as Winkler III and IV, namely Constantia, 

Stellenbosch and the Swartland. 

 

 Table 5-2: Comparison of Winkler index for selected South African 

 and Rhône winegrowing regions. 

Source: (Prescott, 1969: Deloire, 2009: WOSA, 2009) 

 Winegrowing region 
Winkler 

Classification 

Heat Summation range 

(ºC) 

R
h

ô
n

e
 

Côte Rôtie II 1391 – 1667 

Hermitage II 1391 – 1667 

Cornas III 1668 – 1945 

Châteauneuf-du-Pape IV 1946 – 2222 

C
a

p
e
 

Stellenbosch IV 1946 – 2222 

Paarl V > 2222 

Swartland IV 1946 – 2222 

Constantia III 1668 – 1945 

Overberg II 1391 – 1667 
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5.1.3 Ripening 

 
The ripening process has a profound impact on the chemical and physiological 

make-up of the grapes and therefore the character and quality of the resultant wine. 

Temperature and sunlight are the climatic factors that play the most important role in 

this process. Higher temperatures, as are found in South Africa, decrease the level 

of anthocyanins and colour pigments in the grape skin and influence the tannin 

concentrations. The rate of ripening impacts on the balance between physiological 

ripeness and desirable sugar levels at harvest, already an important issue in the 

Cape‟s warmer climate (Hunter, 2007). Terroir and rootstock variety are critical 

foundations for the ripening process. Seasonal practices and vineyard management 

are imperative to maintain and optimise the potential of the vineyard (Hunter, 2007). 

 

5.1.4 Carbon dioxide 

 

In tandem with the global increase in solar radiation and temperatures, levels of 

atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) and other greenhouse gases have increased. 

Predictions on the increase of CO2 levels in the southern hemisphere indicate that by 

2050, large areas will become as much as 3ºC warmer. Grape vines utilise CO2 for 

growth in a positive way. Increased levels of atmospheric CO2 may also positively 

impact on the vine‟s water efficiency. It is uncertain, however, how this will affect 

wine quality (Joubert, 2005). 

 

5.2 Shiraz vine health issues 

  

The growth of Shiraz plantings in South Africa and indeed worldwide, focuses much 

attention on the vine health of this important cultivar. Several vine disorders have 

been identified which present in Shiraz and Syrah vines to a much greater extent 

than in other cultivars. The names of these disorders are somewhat confusing as 

they are very similar. They have distinctly different symptoms however, and are 

largely restricted to specific winegrowing countries. The most important disorders 

and their respective countries are Shiraz disease (South Africa), Syrah decline 

(France and South Africa) and Syrah disorder (California). Two principal vine 

disorders are prevalent in South Africa, namely Shiraz disease and Syrah decline. It 

is believed the two disorders are associated with different viruses, though the 

specific causes of the disorders remain unknown (Rieger, 2008; Spreeth, 2005). 
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5.2.1 Syrah decline 

 

The symptoms of Syrah decline were first reported in the Languedoc, France, in 

1993 and intensive studies were initiated in 1997. Researchers have concluded that 

15% of all Syrah vines in France which are older than 15 years show some 

symptoms of Syrah decline. Infection rates are dependant on the location of the 

vineyard and the cultivation disciplines (Rieger, 2008). 

 

Typical symptoms first present in the vine canopy with a progressive yellowing of the 

leaves during the growing season. In late summer the leaves show reddening, and in 

early autumn, an intense red colour. The red leaves are retained on the vine long 

after those of healthy vines. Simultaneously, the area of the vine graft union swells 

and starts to crack. Removing the bark reveals deep parallel grooves and the vine 

wood becomes hard and necrotic. The scion‟s development is impaired through the 

combined effects of the disease. The scion weakens and dies, usually within five to 

ten years. The rootstock is not affected (Spreeth, 2005). 

 

Studies have shown that it may be more difficult for Syrah to develop a good graft 

union than other cultivars. It appears too that some clones of Syrah may be more 

prone to stress due to climatic and environmental factors. Nevertheless, after several 

years of extensive research, there is no scientific correlation between Syrah decline 

and soil type, clones, rootstocks, grafting methods, management techniques and 

environmental factors (Spreeth, 2005). 

 

Trials on rootstock performance have revealed that Richter 99 and Richter 110 seem 

to be more sensitive and show cracking of the scion above the graft joint in almost 

70% of vines. These two rootstocks are no longer recommended in France for use 

with Syrah scion material (Rieger, 2008). 
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Trials to identify a correlation between Syrah clones and Syrah decline revealed the 

following groupings: 

 

Table 5-3: Clonal sensitivity to Syrah decline 

Sensitivity to Syrah decline Syrah Clone 

Low sensitivity 470, 471, 524, 747 

Moderate sensitivity 100, 174, 300, 525, 585, 877 

Not recommended 73, 99, 301, 381, 382, 383 

Source: (Rieger, 2008) 

 

New trials commenced in 2008 to evaluate new Syrah clones for sensitivity to Syrah 

decline and fruit quality (Rieger, 2008). 

 

Figure 5-1: Syrah decline - Graft union showing thickening and cracking above 

the graft joint 

 

Source: (Spreeth, 2005) 

 

In South Africa, symptoms are similar to those experienced in France. Infections 

become apparent when the vine is five to ten years old. Affected vines die within five 

to ten years after symptoms appear. Importantly, Syrah decline in South Africa is 

only found in clones 99 and 99B. The first was imported from France in 1982 and the 
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second was cultured in South Africa from the first. The propagation of these clones 

has been discontinued by Vititec and their use is solely at the producer‟s risk. All new 

French clones are regarded as “suspect” until more is learnt of their sensitivity and 

performance (Spreeth, 2005). 

 

In South Africa, clones 1, 21 and 22 show no symptoms of Syrah decline. Clones 5 

and 9, imported from Argentina, show similar resistance (Spreeth, 2005). 

 

Figure 5-2: Syrah decline - Typical red canopy of affected vine 

 

Source: (Spreeth, 2005) 

 

The question remains as to why the impact of Syrah decline has only been identified 

in vineyards planted the world over since the 1980s. The most likely explanation is 

that the symptoms were noticed after the start of the worldwide increase in demand 

for the cultivar since the 1980s. This increase in demand may have happened at a 

time when the quality of vine material was poor. It is also possible that the greater 

range of clones available in the last 30 years are in general less resistant than the 

smaller range of clones available before then (Spreeth, 2005). 

  

5.2.2 Shiraz disease 

 

Shiraz disease has only been encountered in South Africa. This vine disorder is also 

found, to a much lesser extent, in the cultivars Merlot, Malbec, Gamay and Viognier. 
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Typical symptoms are canes which are slow to develop, do not lignify and have a 

rubbery texture. Infected vines are slow to bud, have fewer bunches than healthy 

vines, and berry set is poor. Shiraz disease infected vines can show symptoms 

similar to that of leaf roll virus infected vines, but retain their leaves for much longer 

than leaf roll virus infected or healthy vines (Carstens, 1999). The disease is typically 

spread by grafting and mealy bug (Planococcus ficus) infestation. The disease has a 

marked impact on vine growth and fruit production. Infected vines are not able to 

recover and typically die in three to five years after the onset of symptoms (Carstens, 

1999). 

 

Nietvoorbij has developed a nucleic acid linked technique to try and identify the 

cause of the disease. Though there is an association with grapevine leaf roll virus 

(GLRaV-3) and grapevine virus A (GVA), it has not been possible to conclusively 

identify the organism responsible for the vine disorder. Dr. D.E. Goszczynski of ARC-

Plant Protection Research Institute in Pretoria continues his research to determine 

the origin of Shiraz disease (Spreeth, 2005). 

 

5.3 Brettanomyces and Rhône style red wines 

 

First identified in wine in 1950, the spectre of Brettanomyces yeast has gained much 

media attention in recent times. The presence and associated symptoms, good or 

bad, of Brettanomyces yeast in wine have been vigorously debated. In particular, the 

impact of Brettanomyces infections has been associated with the wines of 

Châteauneuf-du-Pape and the Rhône valley 

 

After normal and successful alcoholic fermentation of wine, the nutrients, including 

sugar, are ideally depleted and the wine is naturally stable. If the depletion is not 

complete however, nutrients are available for spoilage organisms to flourish. Among 

those is the yeast Brettanomyces (Brett). Brett infections are much more likely to 

occur in red wines, as they have much higher polyphenolic concentrations and 

higher pH (Gawel, 2008). This associates the yeast more specifically with wines 

containing one or both of Syrah and Mourvédre. 

 

Given that the standards of hygiene in winemaking have improved considerably in 

the modern era, how is the increase in Brett infected wines explained? The trend 
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toward non-intervention and low sulphur wines seems to be the biggest contributor. If 

no or too little sulphur is added at crushing, the chances of Brett infection are much 

increased. The trend towards a more extracted and a more fruit driven style of wine, 

with higher alcohol levels, could also have a significant impact. These wines have a 

higher pH and greater levels of phenolic compounds. Higher levels of residual sugar 

are also more common in modern wine styles. A higher pH works against the effect 

of SO2 during élevage, and greater levels of phenolic compounds mean higher levels 

of precursor compounds. The higher levels of residual sugar provide a nutrient 

source for Brett to grow, especially when sufficient nitrogen is present. It has been 

reported that a residual sugar level of just 0.5g/l is sufficient for an infection to take 

hold. A modern trend of adding diammonium phosphate (DAP) to reduce the risk of a 

stuck fermentation, leaves the amino acids in the wine as a nitrogen source for the 

potential growth of Brett (Goode, 2005, 139). 

 

Winemaking methods must be carefully considered for Rhône style wines with 

components of Shiraz and Mourvédre. A style of lower alcohol, but ripe wines with a 

minimum of residual sugar is a first step in minimising the risk of Brettanomyces 

yeast infection. 

  

5.3.1 Brettanomyces character 

 

The smell and taste of Brett infected wine is indicated by the presence of volatile 

phenolic compounds, above threshold levels. The compounds 4-ethylphenol (4EP) 

and 4-ethylguiacol (4EG) and fatty acids (isovaleric acid (IVA)) have been identified 

as precursors to Brett infections. Of most concern is the 4EP molecule which 

contributes animal type aromas. The 4EG molecule contributes spicy aromas, which 

may contribute some complexity to a wine in low concentrations. The IVA fatty acid 

contributes rancid and cheesy aromas (Goode, 2005, 137). 

 

Table 5-4: Descriptors used to describe Brettanomyces character 

Ammonia  Mouse droppings  Manure  Smoky 

Medicinal  Rancid    Sweaty  Cheesy 

Elastoplast  Wet dog   Barnyard  Leathery 

Source: (Goode, 2005, 136) 
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Peter Godden of the Australian Wine Research Institute (AWRI) suggests that a 

sensory threshold for 4EP is 425µg/l. At this level and above, the “Bretty” character 

of a wine will definitely be perceived. The corresponding threshold for 4EG is 100µg/l. 

These threshold levels are however a guide at best, as the sensory properties of 

wine is dependent on wine style and the presence of other volatile compounds 

(Goode, 2005, 140). 

 

The AWRI studied and investigated the concentrations of precursor compounds in 

192 varietal wines, the results of which are presented in Table 5-5 below. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, Cabernet Sauvignon and Shiraz, given their high polyphenolic 

content, showed the greatest concentrations of compounds associated with Brett 

infections. Average levels for both varieties were above the sensory threshold levels.  

 

Table 5-5: Concentrations of precursor compounds and ratios in red wine. 

Variety 

Mean 4EP 

(mg/l) 

Mean 4EG 

(mg/l) 

Mean Ratio 

4EP:4EG 

Mean 

isovaleric 

acid (mg/l) 

Cabernet Sauvignon 771 76 14 1,264 

Nebbiolo 368 49 9 1,155 

Pinot Noir 120 50 3 718 

Shiraz 495 37 24 929 

Source: (Goode, 2005) 

  

5.3.2 Brettanomyces – good or bad? 

 

It seems quite clear that there is a high prevalence of Brett in red wine. Why then 

has it become so topical and such a bad thing? Brett must have been around for 

some time now, and the wine appreciating public has been none the wiser or 

seemingly unperturbed by its trademark character. Many award winning and 

esteemed wines must have been tainted by Brett infection, but have not been 

labelled as faulty. Does it not, at low concentrations, add some complexity? At what 

point does it become a fault and obviously offensive? Threshold concentrations have 

been established, above which the taint due to the infection can be detected in 

bouquet and flavour. The difficulty with threshold levels is that the levels of Brett 

cannot be controlled (Goode, 2005, 143). It follows then, as Anthony de Jager, 
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winemaker at Fairview Estate in Paarl suggests, that if Brettanomyces could be 

eliminated from wine, then winemakers would indeed choose to simply eliminate it.  

 

So how can one ensure the removal of Brettanomyces? One possible solution is the 

application of dimethyl dicarbonate (DMDC), known commercially in the United 

States as Florin or Velcorin. Though its use in the United States is widespread, it is 

not permitted in Europe. The compound is a sterilant which deactivates enzymes in 

microbes. It will kill off any Brettanomyces yeast present in a wine. The drawbacks 

are that the compound, though safe once in wine, is extremely hazardous to apply, 

also requiring expensive equipment (Goode, 2005, 143). The only alternative to 

DMDC seems to be sterile filtration before bottling. Winemakers are usually reluctant 

to over filter their wines for fear of stripping the wine of its flavour and regional 

expression. 

  

One of the most highly regarded producers of fine Châteauneuf-du-Pape, namely 

Chateau de Beaucastel, has in recent times come under scrutiny for the gamey, 

animal like character often found in their wine. It is debated whether this character 

derives from the terroir, one or more of the grape varieties used, most likely 

Mourvédre, or simply a Brett infection. Mourvédre has been tagged with the double 

misfortune of having both a tendency to contract Brett infection and of naturally 

having aroma and flavour characteristics that are similar to that of Brett. The high 

levels of anthocyanins in Mourvédre, and for that matter, Syrah, are indicative of 

sensitivity to Brett infection (Goode, 2005, 142). 

 

In 1998, an American wine collector, Charles Collins decided to investigate the levels 

of the compound 4EP and the presence of Brettanomyces yeast infections in his 

collectable Chateau de Beaucastel Châteauneuf-du-Pape wines from the 1989 and 

1990 vintages. Laboratory tests showed 4EP levels of 897µg/l and 3 330µg/l in each 

wine respectively. These levels are well in excess of the established threshold levels 

for detection of Brett character. It was therefore not surprising to conclude that 

significant Brett infections occurred in both vintages (Goode, 2005, 142). 

 

Chateau de Beaucastel‟s Marc Perrin is attributed with the following quote: “Of 

course you can kill all natural yeasts, then use industrial yeast to start the 

fermentation, saturate the wine with SO2, and then strongly filtrate your wine. There 

will then be no remaining yeasts, but also no taste, no typicité. That is the difference 



 
Rhône style red wines in South Africa     
Michael John Lee, April 2010. 

 

57 

between natural wine and industrial wine, between craftsmanship and mass-market 

product” (Goode, 2005, 142). 

 

Producers of Rhône style red wines in South Africa will have to confront and resolve 

the perceptions and realities associated with the modern spectre of Brettanomyces. 

The ripe and extracted style of red wine, high in alcohol and with some residual 

sugar, is dominant in South Africa and prone to infection. Stylistically, it may be 

advantageous, from a risk of infection point of view, to develop a more classic style 

with more moderate alcohol and low residual sugar. 

 

5.4 Achieving phenolic ripeness. 

 

A common difficulty faced by winemakers in South Africa is the vinification of grapes 

not of optimal physiological ripeness. The problem is common because South Africa 

has a warmer climate with long hours of hot sunshine and minimal rainfall through 

the entire length of the growing season. In contrast with many other winemaking 

countries such as Chile, South Australia and parts of France, grapes in South Africa 

ripen while temperatures are still increasing. This phenomenon can result in sugar 

ripeness prior to tannin and flavour ripeness (Van Schalkwyk and Archer, 2000). 

Phenolic ripeness is most critical for Shiraz as it is sensitive to both green austerity if 

slightly underripe and to loss of varietal character if slightly overripe at harvest.  

 

Studies have shown that grape seed maturity has a distinct impact on the 

extractability of tannins from the seeds. At the onset of veraison, the seeds of Syrah 

berries are plump, bright green and soft. At a sugar level of 20ºBalling, the seeds 

have become hard and brown and somewhat shrunken. The hardening of the seed 

coat makes the tannins in the seed less extractable (Oberholster, 2004). 

 

Skin tannins on the other hand undergo very limited polymerisation during ripening. 

There is a strong correlation between high levels of anthocyanins and tannins. Stalk 

tannins likewise do not lose their high tannin content during ripening (Oberholster, 

2004). 

 

In general, cooler ripening conditions yield higher levels of both tannins and 

anthocyanins. This emphasises the importance of understanding the relationship 
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between site and vineyard, and determining the wine style from an understanding 

and effective management of vineyard factors. 

 

Optimal ripening conditions are well understood. A mild or cool dormant season with 

good rainfall followed by a warm spring and a sunny, hot, dry summer with minimal 

rainfall make for good wine grapes. The degree to which these conditions vary from 

the ideal must be understood by the winegrower. Effective vineyard practices can be 

utilised to manipulate growing and ripening conditions. It is possible, by creating a 

better microclimate, to enhance the potential for improved ripening conditions and 

wine quality. Viticultural practices to limit yield and vigour are essential. Managing 

water stress through careful supplemental irrigation during drought periods, 

especially before veraison, will increase the concentration of anthocyanins and 

soluble phenolics. Partial Root Drying (PRD) can also contribute to improving these 

concentrations through the effect of reducing canopy size. 

 

The South African climate encourages vine vigour and canopy density, which has a 

negative effect on the quality and quantity of fruit produced. Within a dense canopy, 

the shading of berry clusters and the shading of leaves have different outcomes. 

Shaded berries are found to have reduced levels of anthocyanins, while shaded 

leaves cause a delay in berry growth and sugar accumulation (Oberholster, 2004). 

 

Pre-fermentation cold maceration is known to be valuable in increasing the 

anthocyanins-to-tannin ratio for light skinned varieties. As tannins are best extracted 

post fermentation, the extraction of anthocyanins is increasingly being done pre-

fermentation. This allows the winemaker the flexibility of adjusting the length of post 

fermentation to optimise tannin content only. 

 

The oxygenation of the grape must and the wine during and after fermentation needs 

to be well understood to ensure efficient and successful fermentation, and to prevent 

the spoilage of the wine from poorly controlled cellar regimes. The polymerisation of 

phenolic compounds through oxygenation during barrel maturation can be enhanced 

by the application of micro-oxygenation. This is an effective tool which is gaining 

acceptance as a means of managing tannin development and colour stability (Goode, 

2005, 100). 
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5.4.1 Determining phenolic ripeness. 

 

The regular measurement of sugar and acid concentrations in the weeks and days 

leading up to harvest is most important in monitoring the ripening process. The 

additional measurement of pH greatly enhances the quality and reliability of the 

above measures (Van Schalkwyk and Archer, 2000). 

 

A low pH breaks down skin cell structure and in so doing, releases phenolic 

compounds and increases their extractability. pH is therefore a good indicator of the 

maximum possible extraction of phenolics. This can be used in conjunction with 

simple grape skin tasting to assess flavours and tannins, as harvest time nears. 

Seed maturity is another good but not completely reliable indicator as some seeds 

will stay green in even over ripe grapes (Oberholster, 2004). 

 

The above measures are not valuable measures of optimal ripeness if taken in 

isolation. Comprehensive measurements are necessary to ensure that a reliable 

assessment of ripeness is possible. More specifically, laboratory measurement of 

phenolic ripeness is a reliable and accurate tool available to winemakers for ripeness 

assessment, most importantly when a taste assessment is unreliable (Roediger, 

2006, 25). Several South African laboratories provide phenolic ripeness 

measurement services. The most common and reliable measurement method 

employed is the Glories method (Roediger, 2006, 81).  

 

The Glories method measures the total phenol content of grapes. Both the quantity 

of tannins in the grape seeds and the quantity and extractability of the anthocyanins 

are measured (Roediger, 2006, 25). The method determines the maximum 

concentration of anthocyanins that can be extracted from the fruit. The strength of 

the method lies in the direct correlation between anthocyanin content of the fruit and 

the anthocyanin content of the resultant wine. It has also been shown that the 

anthocyanin content of wine is directly related to wine quality (Roediger, 2006, 81-

82). 

 

The available laboratory test can be completed in a matter of 6 hours and therefore 

presents an important opportunity for winemakers to assess ripeness and harvest 

their grapes at the optimal time (Roediger, 2006, 83). In recent years there has been 
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a tendency to increase the hang-time of grapes prior to harvest to ensure very ripe 

fruit and a commercial upfront fruit driven style of wine. There is a danger however, 

for grapes to be harvested overripe. This inevitably increases the potential alcohol 

and threatens the ultimate balance of the wine. The wine‟s character is also 

impacted as varietal fruit character is destroyed and residual sugar levels (for dry 

wines) can be excessive. 

 

Dr A.H.A. Roediger has established reliable grape quality parameters for several 

wine grape varieties. The quality parameters are based on potential anthocyanin 

levels. Categories of grape quality are identified. The higher the anthocyanin content, 

the higher the grape quality (Roediger, 2006, 81). 
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6. RHÔNE STYLE RED WINE PRODUCERS IN SOUTH 
AFRICA 

 

The growing band of top Rhône style red wine producers in South Africa is 

increasing with every vintage. The current variation in wine styles can be understood 

and attributed to a youthful exploration of vineyard site, wine style and commercial 

acceptance. There is nonetheless a growing tendency towards more classically 

styled wines. Similarly the importance of honest expression of fruit and vineyard site 

is becoming a foundation for the future. 

 

The full fruit and high alcohol examples so common in the late 1990s and early 

2000s, were achieved regardless of vineyard site and potential. Hang-time was the 

secret to impressive and showy wines, which were ultimately lost in the crowd as 

they lacked a unique identity. 

 

Fruity Shiraz based wines with impressive alcohols are the natural expression of 

many South African vineyard sites. However, an increasing number of producers are 

realising the potential of their current and future vineyards to produce more spicy and 

peppery examples with a clean and linear expression of Rhône varietal fruit. This 

style requires that the grapes are harvested at lower sugar levels, (and lower 

potential alcohol), but not at the expense of phenolic ripeness. Underripe grapes will 

contribute pepper and spice characteristics, but the wine will also exhibit green 

tannins and poor fruit expression. The delicate balance between over and underripe 

fruit is emphasised by the importance of true varietal expression. Vineyard site 

selection and specific vineyard management practices are essential to optimise 

ripening conditions and so achieve phenolic ripeness at somewhat lower sugar 

levels. 

 

The wines of a few selected producers of fine Rhône style red wines in South Africa 

are described below. Interviews were undertaken with each of these producers. 

Detailed notes of these interviews can be found in Appendix B, page 83. 
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6.1 A measure of success 

 

The Veritas Awards are South Africa‟s biggest independent wine competition. They 

are organised by the South African National Wine Show (SANW) and represent the 

full spectrum of the industry. A total of 1 728 wines were entered for the 2009 Veritas 

Awards, an indication of the extent and importance of this competition.  

 

Judging panels include winemakers, researchers, academics and merchants. All 

judges must have a wine judging certificate, a Cape Wine Masters Diploma or similar 

accreditation. Wines are assessed blind and awarded scores according to the 

International 20-point scale. All scores are awarded by consensus of the panel after 

tasting and discussion. Double gold medals are awarded to wines which score 18 or 

more points. Gold medals are awarded to wines scoring 17 points. Silver and bronze 

medals are also awarded, but have not been included in the analyses below (Veritas, 

2009). 

 

Although not every producer enters their wines for the Veritas Awards, the extent of 

the competition ensures that the awards can be reliably used as a measure of the 

success and quality of South African wines. 

 

The results of the Veritas awards over the last 17 years, relating to red Rhône 

varietal wines, namely Shiraz or Syrah and Rhône style red blends have been 

analysed. The results for gold and double gold awards are presented in Graph 6-1 

and Graph 6-2 respectively. The graphs show the Rhône style red wine award 

winners as a percentage of the total number of red wine winners. 

 

The percentage of Rhône style gold award winners has increased by approximately 

20% from 1991 to 2008, as indicated by the linear trend line in Graph 6-1. 

 



 
Rhône style red wines in South Africa     
Michael John Lee, April 2010. 

 

63 

Graph 6-1: Veritas gold awards for Rhône style red wines 
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Source: (Veritas, 2009) 

  

The period analysed was dominated by single varietal Shiraz wines. The late 1990s 

and early 2000s saw the introduction of blended wines from Shiraz and other non-

Rhône varieties such as Cabernet Sauvignon. Shiraz and Cabernet Sauvignon 

blends have been common in Australia for some time. These blends are not 

considered to be Rhône style and their results are therefore not included in the 

graphs. Blends more typical and representative of the Rhône style are a much more 

recent phenomenon. The graphs indicate that Rhône style red blends started to 

make a significant impact from the early 2000s.  

 

The percentage of Rhône style double gold award winners has likewise increased by 

approximately 20% over the 17 year period, as indicated by the linear trend line in 

Graph 6-2.   
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Graph 6-2: Veritas double gold awards for Rhône style red wines 
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Rhone Style Red Wine Winners as Percentage of Total Red Wine Winners
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Source: (Veritas, 2009) 

 

The impact of Rhône style red blends is of particular significance as these wines 

have risen from complete obscurity to a share of 5 to 10% of the double gold awards 

for all red wines in only five years. The efforts of the producers of Rhône style 

blended red wines from Syrah, Mourvédre and Grenache are paying off handsomely. 

 

The results for both gold and double gold award winners show that they are now 

consistently capturing as much as 30% of all red wine awards. Considering that 

Shiraz is the second most planted variety in South Africa after Cabernet Sauvignon, 

and Grenache and Mourvédre make up minor percentages, this confirmation of the 

potential for Rhône style red wines is indisputable.  

A list of Veritas award winning producers over the last five years is provided in 
Appendix C for reference. 

 

6.2 Sadie Family Wines 

 

Eben Sadie is winemaker and viticulturist for this family owned venture. Having 

successfully established the range of wines at The Spice Route Wine Company in 

the 1990s, Eben set about developing the Swartland vineyards and cellar of Sadie 

Family Wines in 1999. The short but impressive history of Sadie Family wines has 
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seen the venture achieve the honour of the Platter‟s South African Wine Guide 2010 

Winery of the Year award. Both of their wines were awarded a rating of five stars in 

the same guide. Their Rhône style red blend, Columella, gained 95 points for the 

2005 vintage, the highest ever rating for a South African wine from the American 

magazine Wine Spectator. 

 

The stated intention for Sadie Family Wines has always been to produce refined and 

restrained wines, with clean and linear fruit, and a clear expression of place derived 

from their terroir. To achieve the required style, the best possible grapes are required. 

Vineyards are managed with impressive attention to detail. Yields are severely 

restricted to ensure the highest quality of fruit – around 25 hl/ha. Cellar practices are 

adapted to ensure that human intervention is minimised. These carefully followed 

disciplines allow for the best possible expression of the Swartland and Malmesbury 

terroir.  

 

Seven vineyard parcels are planted with mostly Syrah and a small parcel of 

Mourvédre. Vineyards comprise both trellised and bush vines. The vineyards are not 

irrigated to ensure the most natural expression of any particular vintage. 

 

Grapes are grown on many different types of soils in the Malmesbury ward. The 

three most dominant soil types are decomposed slate, decomposed granite and a 

mixture of sandstone and clay.  

 

6.2.1 Columella 

 

The name Columella comes from the wine writer of the same name in early Roman 

times. It was through Columella‟s work that many varieties, including Syrah, made 

their way to the Rhône valley.  

 

Generally the wine is an 80/20 blend of Syrah and Mourvédre. Grapes are harvested 

in the early hours of the morning when optimally ripe, taking care to avoid overripe 

fruit. Grapes are carefully hand sorted and only the best fruit is retained. Grapes are 

de-stemmed and half are then crushed prior to a cold soak for a few days. 

Fermentation is allowed to take place naturally in open top wooded fermentation vats, 

initiated by native vineyard yeasts. Fermentation lasts for up to four weeks at a 
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controlled temperature of between 24ºC and 26ºC. Hand punch downs of the cap are 

regularly performed. Post fermentation maceration is allowed for up to three weeks. 

After pressing, the wine is transferred to oak barrels for malolactic fermentation. It is 

then gently racked to French oak casks for maturation of between 20 and 24 months 

with regular racking. The use of new small French oak barrels for maturation is being 

reduced. Large wooden foudres are used to ensure the retention of primary fruit 

characteristics, unmasked by new wood taint (Van Zyl, 2009). After blending of the 

various vineyard parcel components, the wine is bottled unfined and unfiltered. 

 

Typical analysis for Columella is as follows for the 2007 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:   Syrah (80%) 

     Mourvédre (20%)  

 Alcohol by volume:  14.5% 

 Residual sugar:  1.85g/l 

 Total acidity:   5.85g/l 

 pH:    3.58 

Source : (eWine, 2009) 

 

6.3   Sequillo Cellars 

 

The owners of this venture are Eben Sadie and Cape Wine Master Cornel Spies. It 

was established in 2003 and was born out of a belief in the suitability of southern 

Rhône varieties to the climate and terroir of the Swartland.  

  

6.3.1 Sequillo 

 

Sequillo is a Rhône style red blend of Syrah, Mourvédre and Grenache. Grapes are 

sourced from vineyards throughout the Swartland district. The three predominant soil 

types are granite in the Paardeberg area, gravel and clay in and around Malmesbury 

and slate to the east of Malmesbury. Yields are carefully managed to between four 

and six tons per hectare. Vineyards are not irrigated and in years of extreme drought, 

green harvesting is carried out to ensure the adequate ripening of the remaining 

grapes.  
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Grapes are harvested by hand, sorted and de-stemmed, then crushed into open top 

fermentation vats. The must is cooled and left for a cold soak of three days to extract 

flavour, colour and soft tannins. Thereafter, the must is heated to 20˚C and 

fermentation is allowed to take place naturally with native vineyard yeasts. 

Fermentation takes place in 25% new 500 litre French oak casks for three to four 

weeks with regular punching down of the cap. Maturation of up to 16 months in 500 

litre French oak barrels follows with regular racking. The larger size of barrel ensures 

the retention of the primary fruit characteristics. After blending, the finished wine is 

bottled without fining or filtration (eWine, 2009). 

 

Typical analysis for Sequillo is as follows for the 2005 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:    Syrah (60%) 

Mourvédre (30%) 

Grenache (10%) 

 Alcohol by volume:  14.45% 

 Residual sugar:  1.89g/l 

 Total acidity:   6.1g/l 

 pH:    3.55 

Source: (eWine, 2009) 

 

6.4 Solms-Delta Estate 

 

This historic estate, established in 1690, bottled its first wines in 2004. The estate is 

owned by the Solms and Astor families and Worker‟s Trust (Van Zyl, 2009, 481) 

Believing in the potential for Rhône and Mediterranean varieties in the warm and 

windy climate of the Franschhoek valley, the proprietors established vineyards of 

Syrah, Mourvédre, Grenache, Carignan and Viognier. With the appointment of 

winemaker Hilko Hegewisch, an ancient Mediterranean vineyard practice of 

desiccating the grape bunches on the vine was introduced. This practice ensures the 

intensification of colour and flavour whilst preserving natural acidity. Wines are made 

in a classical style with entirely or partially desiccated fruit and show clean and linear 

expression of varietal fruit characteristics. 
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6.4.1 Solms-Hegewisch Africaner 

 

Made from entirely desiccated Syrah grapes, this wine is whole bunch fermented 

with the stems. The wine is matured in new French oak barrels for 16 months. It is 

well extracted and has a dark ruby and violet colour. Fragrant and floral aromas are 

followed by concentrated fruit and firm tannin on the palate.  

 

Typical analysis for Africaner is as follows for the 2007 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Shiraz (100%) 

 Maturation:  16 months in 100% new French oak. 

 Alcohol by volume: 13.9% 

 Residual sugar: 3.7g/l 

 Total acidity:  5.36g/l 

 pH:   3.52 

Source: (Solms-Delta, 2010) 

 

6.4.2 Solms-Wijn de Caab Hiervandaan 

 

This wine is a Rhône style red blend of Syrah, Mourvédre, Grenache, Carignan and 

Viognier. A small portion of the Syrah is desiccated on the vine to intensify colour 

and flavour. Only the skins of the Viognier are included in the ferment. Post 

fermentation maceration of three weeks is followed by 13 months maturation in 

mostly new French oak barrels. The wine is medium full-bodied with clean primary 

fruit characteristics, untainted by the new oak maturation. The moderate alcohol is 

accompanied by a firm acid structure giving the wine excellent potential for further 

maturation in the bottle. 

 

Typical analysis for Hiervandaan is as follows for the 2006 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Shiraz (34%), 12% desiccated 

Mourvédre (22%) 

Grenache Noir (14%) 

Carignan (27%) 

Viognier (3%) 
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 Maturation:  13 months in mostly new French oak. 

 Alcohol by volume: 13.5% 

 Residual sugar: 2.1g/l 

 Total acidity:  6.2g/l 

 pH:   3.62 

Source: (Solms-Delta, 2010) 

 

6.5 Fairview Estate 

 

The origins of this estate on the south-west facing slopes of Paarl Mountain date 

back to 1699. The wine bottled under the Fairview label was that of the 1974 vintage. 

Owner Charles Back has earned recognition for his pioneering spirit and vast 

contribution to the South African wine industry. He was among the first wine growers 

to introduce both classic European and more unusual varieties and at the forefront of 

introducing the minor varieties of Mourvédre, Grenache and Carignan. Recognising 

the importance of matching cultivars to the most suitable vineyard sites, he 

expanded the horizons of the estate by identifying and establishing vineyards of 

Rhône varieties in the Swartland district.  

 

In addition to the long established range of Fairview wines, Charles Back has 

established two other wine companies, namely The Spice Route Wine Company and 

the Goats do Roam Wine Company. These two companies have specific intentions 

to explore and exploit the potential of Rhône varieties and develop wine styles based 

on these varieties, but with a unique expression of South African culture. 

 

Winemaker Anthony de Jager believes that Rhône style wines will play a crucial and 

significant role in the future development of South Africa‟s wine industry. 

 

6.5.1 Fairview Caldera 

 

The name Caldera is derived from the Catalan word “Calderata”, meaning a 

traditional Catalan upright earthenware pot used for preparing deep, flavourful dishes. 

The wine is a classically structured blend of Grenache, Mourvédre and Syrah and is 

one of the best South African examples of a quality southern Rhône style red wine. 
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Grapes for Caldera are hand harvested in the early hours of the morning. They are 

hand sorted and then fermented in large 2 000 litre open top French oak vats known 

as stukvate. Manual punch downs of the cap are done twice a day. The three 

varieties are fermented and matured separately in second, third and fourth fill French 

oak barrels for up to 14 months. This maturation regime is typical of that most 

commonly practiced in the southern Rhône. New French oak can easily mark the 

wine and detract from the honest expression of varietal fruit characteristics. 

Integration and development of the tannins is also achieved. On completion of 

maturation, the components are blended and the final wine is bottled unfined with a 

light filtration (Fairview, 2009). 

 

Typical analysis for Fairview Caldera is as follows for the 2006 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Grenache (46%) 

Mourvédre (27%) 

Shiraz (27%) 

 Alcohol by volume: 14.56% 

 Residual sugar: 1.9g/l 

 Total acidity:  6.3g/l 

 pH:   3.47 

Source: (Fairview, 2009) 

 

6.6 The Foundry 

 

The Foundry was established in 2000 by winemaker Chris Williams in partnership 

with James Reid. 

 

Grapes are sourced from various growers across the Cape, including Paarl, 

Wellington and Stellenbosch vineyards. Carefully selected sites, capable of 

producing exceptional varietal fruit of optimal ripeness have been identified and 

secured for their wines. In some instances, specific rows of vineyards have been 

identified and the fruit secured by long-term contracts. The Foundry Syrah is a single 

variety wine from 100% Syrah, wine of origin Coastal Region (The Foundry, 2010). 

 

The grapes from specific sites are vinified separately. Gentle handling in the cellar is 

practiced to ensure that the wines are not over-extracted and unyielding. Maturation 
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takes place in various types and ages of oak barrels. The use of oak is intended to 

complement the linear fruit profile of the wine and should not play a dominant or 

obvious role (Williams, 2009). 

 

The Foundry Syrah is a classically styled northern Rhône style wine. 

 

6.7 Lammershoek 

 

Situated in Aprilskloof valley of the Paardeberg, the first vineyards were established 

in 1750. Grenache Noir was first planted here in the 1970s, making these particular 

Grenache vineyards amongst the oldest in the Cape. 

 

Soils are mostly from decomposed granite and of low fertility. Vines are 

predominantly un-irrigated bush vines, ensuring that vine vigour and yield are 

restricted to quality producing levels. In addition, green harvesting is done to restrict 

yields. An uncommon trellising method is employed whereby a single upright stake is 

planted for each bush vine, providing support for shoots to be elevated from the soil 

(Lammershoek, 2010).  

 

Winemaking methods employed include: 

 Hand sorting. 

 Bunch de-stemming. 

 Pre-fermentation cold soak maceration. 

 Fermentation in open top wooden fermenters. 

 Malolactic fermentation prior to being racked to barrel for maturation. 

 

The importance of varietal and terroir expression requires that careful consideration 

is given to oak maturation. At Lammershoek, only lightly seasoned 500 and 600 litre 

French oak barrels are used to ensure that the wines are not over wooded 

(Lammershoek, 2010).  

  

6.7.1 Lammershoek Syrah 

 

Lammershoek Syrah is a classically structured wine with good varietal expression. 

The wine is dry with a minimum of residual sugar. Restrained use of oak ensures 
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good balance. It reflects a definite southern Rhône restrained style rather than that of 

a modern new world Shiraz. 

 

Typical analysis for Lammershoek Syrah is as follows for the 2007 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Syrah (100%) 

 Alcohol by volume: 14.67% 

 Residual sugar: 1.6g/l 

 Total acidity:  5.6g/l 

 pH:   3.65 

 Source: (Lammershoek, 2010) 

 

6.7.2 Lammershoek Roulette 

  

This wine is more typically southern Rhône in style. It is a Syrah dominated blend 

with Grenache, Mourvédre, Viognier and Carignan. Restrained use of oak here too 

ensures that the mineral complexity of the site‟s terroir is showcased. Residual sugar 

is low and the wine is clean and dry. 

 

Typical analysis for Lammershoek Roulette is as follows for the 2006 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Syrah (48%) 

Carignan 

Grenache 

Mourvédre 

Viognier 

 Alcohol by volume: 14.5% 

 Residual sugar: 1.5g/l 

 Total acidity:  5.4g/l 

 pH:   3.53 

Source: (Lammershoek, 2010) 
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6.8 Tulbagh Mountain Vineyards 

 

The vineyards are established on northwest facing slopes of the Witzenberg 

Mountains in Tulbagh. The farm is quite isolated and has decided to adopt and 

develop organic and environmentally sound practices in vineyard and cellar. Of 

primary importance to the team at Tulbagh Mountain Vineyards (TMV) is for their 

wines to express varietal and site characteristics. 

 

Soils are predominantly low fertility, well drained Malmesbury shale. Vines are grown 

at an altitude of between 400m and 500m. Prevailing winds assist in keeping the 

vines disease free and optimise ripening conditions (Tulbagh Mountain Vineyards, 

2010).  

  

6.8.1 Tulbagh Mountain Vineyards Syrah Mourvédre 

  

This wine is made from five to six year old vines. Yields are kept to a minimum of 

approximately 2.2 tons per hectare to ensure quality. Grapes are mostly de-stemmed 

before crushing and pre-fermentation maceration of 4 days. Indigenous yeasts only 

are used to initiate fermentation. Post fermentation maceration of approximately two 

weeks is permitted before racking to barrel for maturation of 22 months. Small 

French oak barrels are used but limited to 25% new barrels.  

 

Typical analysis for Tulbagh Mountain Vineyards Syrah Mourvédre is as follows for 

the 2005 vintage: 

 

 Varieties:  Syrah (85%) 

Mourvédre (15%) 

 Alcohol by volume: 14.6% 

 Residual sugar: 1.5g/l 

 Total acidity:  5.0g/l 

 pH:   3.71 

 

The style is traditional and restrained. The low residual sugar renders the wine dry 

with clean fruit and good mineral terroir expression. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

  

7.1 Conclusions 

 

The many similarities between the terroir of the Rhône valley and the premium wine 

growing areas of the Western Cape warrant a critical evaluation of the potential for 

Rhône style red wines in South Africa. The spectre of climate change and global 

warming presents a specific and critical challenge to the winegrowers of South Africa. 

 

The Rhône valley is located further from the equator than are the Western Cape 

winegrowing areas. The Cape is warmer than the Rhône valley as a result of its 

closer proximity to the equator. The effects of global warming have raised the 

temperature summations of the Cape‟s winegrowing areas by one Winkler index 

classification over the last three to four decades. However the influence of two 

oceans, prevailing winds and a complex topography results in a cooler climate for 

the Western Cape than its location alone suggests. The complexity of South Africa‟s 

terroir presents a multitude of suitable meso and microclimates for successfully 

cultivating Rhône varieties. 

 

The diverse geologies of the Western Cape present many opportunities for vineyards 

to be established in well drained granite and shale based soils with little or no clay 

content. The expansive dry land Swartland district shows great potential with the 

most suitable geology and low rainfall. The possibility of irrigating vineyards if 

necessary provides an additional tool for managing water stress.  

 

The abundant South African sunshine and long growing season is well suited to the 

cultivation of Rhône varieties. The late ripening southern Rhône varieties of 

Grenache and Mourvédre complement the recently established and successful 

Shiraz variety. 

 

There is significant evidence of a valuable contribution to be made by emerging 

southern Rhône varieties. The warm dry land winegrowing areas of South Africa are 

demonstrating a particular suitability to blended Rhône style red wines. 
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Table 7-1: Comparison - South Africa and the Rhône valley. 

 

 The Rhône valley South Africa 
L

o
c
a

ti
o
n
 

Located between latitudes of 43.8º 
and 45.5º north. 

Coastal winegrowing areas located 
between latitudes of 33.5º and 35º 
south 

C
lim

a
te

 

Winkler index classification of 
between region II in north (Côte Rôtie) 
and region IV in the south (Côte du 
Rhône). Warm continental and 
Mediterranean climate. Significant 
wind effects from Mistral from the 
north and Sirocco from the south. 

Winkler index classification of 
between region II in the Overberg and 
region V in the Paarl. Predominantly a 
Mediterranean climate. Significant 
wind and climatic effects from the 
Indian and Atlantic Oceans. 

S
o

il 

In the north, well drained, acidic soils 
of weathered granite and schist, 
containing both white and black mica. 
Towards the south, granite with 
increasing Pliocene clay content and 
alkali limestone deposits. 

Typically acidic soils composed of one 
or more of sandstone, granite, shale, 
clay, limestone and loam. Most 
favourable soil conditions to be found 
in the Swartland district. 

V
a

ri
e
ti
e

s
 

Syrah dominant in the north. 
Grenache dominant in the south, 
supported by Mourvédre, Syrah and 
several others. 

Shiraz now well established. Other 
Rhône varieties emerging as minor 
role players. Other Mediterranean 
varieties could do well. 

W
in

e
 s

ty
le

s
 

Single varietal Syrah wines in the 
north – Côte Rôtie. Complex and 
concentrated examples of the variety. 
Structured wines with linear fruit 
expression. Dry wines with little 
evidence of residual sugar on palate. 
Contribution of Viognier as minor 
component is insignificant and 
dwindling.  
 
New wood used only for most 
concentrated and expressive 
examples. Large old oak maturation 
barrels dominate. 
 
“Hot” climate examples from Cornas 
AC. Careful vineyard and 
microclimate management important 
to retain varietal character. 
 
Grenache dominates blends from the 
south. Lighter in style but can reach 
impressive alcohols. Côte-du-Rhône 
and Village style wines dominate in 
the south - though capable of good 
quality. 

Single variety Shiraz and Syrah 
dominate in traditional winegrowing 
areas such as Stellenbosch. Several 
excellent examples with good varietal 
expression show parallels with 
extracted Cornas style. However, 
many examples show inconsistent 
expression of varietal character due to 
overripe fruit. Excessive alcohols and 
residual sugar.  
 
Clear evidence of a shift to a more 
restrained style with lower alcohols, 
good varietal expression and lower 
residual sugar. 
 
Introduction of Viognier into some 
Syrah examples only serves to 
confuse (Ahmed, 2009). Viognier in 
South Africa very high in potential 
alcohol.  
 
Very promising examples of Syrah, 
Grenache and Mourvédre from dry 
land areas such as Swartland. 
Emerging southern Rhône varieties of 
Grenache and Mourvédre making a 
telling contribution. 
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There has been significant recognition given to Shiraz and Shiraz based Rhône style 

blends in the past 17 years. The “Rhône category” is fast becoming a major 

contributor to the award winners of South Africa‟s premier wine industry competitions. 

There has also been significant International recognition for this style of wine from 

South Africa. 

 

7.2 Recommendations 

 

The importance of understanding South Africa‟s terroir and the need to adapt to a 

changing viticultural environment are critical for our long term wine industry. The 

careful matching of appropriate cultivars to selected sites is an issue of extreme 

importance for wine producers and one of critical relevance. 

 

Similarly, the importance of appropriate vineyard management practices cannot be 

overemphasised. Winegrowers must ensure that microclimates are optimised to 

create the best possible environment for the ripening of grapes in our increasingly 

warm climate. 

 

The suitability of a greater number of southern Rhône varieties must be investigated. 

The South African climate dictates that the potential for these varieties must be 

established and harnessed. Plantings of Grenache and Mourvédre must be 

increased, most especially in dry land areas with well drained granite soils. 

 

Wine styles for Rhône style red wines must be developed for the greatest expression 

of the varieties. International markets are growing tired of overripe and overly 

alcoholic wines. South African winegrowers and winemakers must align with this 

trend. Rhône varieties are eminently suited to restrained and elegant dry wines. The 

use of excessive new wood must be reconsidered in light of recent international 

trends calling for a lighter approach and more balanced wines. 

 

The use of existing laboratory facilities and resources to monitor and determine 

phenolic ripeness must be increased. The ability to harvest at optimal ripeness is 

critical for wine quality and varietal expression. It will become more important as the 

effects of climate change and global warming intensify. 
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The matter of Brettanomyces yeast infection in Rhône style red wines must be 

confronted and effectively addressed. The impact of the media attention given to this 

infection must be negated through a thorough understanding of its origins and 

appropriate methods of control. 

 

Successful Rhône style red wines in South Africa are indeed a reality. Though the 

current efforts are youthful and on a somewhat small scale, their success indicates 

significant promise for the future. The potential for developing and extending the 

winegrowing horizon by establishing new vineyards of current and emerging Rhône 

varieties, especially those of the southern Rhône, is enormous.  

 

South Africa is at a crossroads in the development of its wine industry. Excess 

production the world over, fiercely competing markets and climate change are all 

challenges that must to be met. The suitability of Rhône and Mediterranean varieties 

to South Africa‟s terroir is founded on empirical strengths and sustainable 

characteristics. We have an opportunity to establish true relevance in the wine world 

for generations to come. 
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APPENDIX A  

 

Cape Wine Masters Dissertation – Questions for the structured 
interviews 
 
Submitted to selected winemakers of Rhône style red wines in South Africa. 
 
 
1. Please comment on the importance of Shiraz and Rhône style red wines in 

the South African wine landscape. 
  

2. Besides Shiraz does the diversity of South Africa‟s “terroir” favour the 
cultivation of other Mediterranean varieties such as Grenache and 
Mourvédre?  
 

3. Does Pinotage have a necessary role to play in South African Rhône style 
red wines? 
  

4. Please comment on specific vineyard practices relevant to the cultivation of 
Rhône cultivars. 
  

5. Please comment on specific cellar handling practices relevant to making 
Rhône style wines. Please include; 

 
i. pre-fermentation maceration, 
 

ii. natural or cultured yeast, 
 

iii. fermentation temperature, 
 

iv. wood maturation – new or old, 
 

v. fining and filtration 
 

6. What is the average vine age of your Rhône varieties and what does vine 
age contribute to wine character? 
  

7. What soil types are best suited to your Rhône varieties? 
 

8. Is the concept of a “terroir wine” important in the South African environment 
or will varietal wines dominate future trends?  
  

9. Please comment on the potential risks associated with Brettanomyces, 
positive or negative, in Rhône style wines. 
 

10. At what level of ripeness do you harvest your Rhône varieties?  
 

11. Is Viognier destined to play an important role in Rhône style red blends? 
  

12. Please comment on your preferred style of Rhône red wines and the impact 
of alcohol levels, fruit character, residual sugar and commercial suitability. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Notes from interviews conducted with prominent South African Rhône 

style red wine producers.  

 

There are a growing number of producers of fine Rhône style wines. It is not possible 

to describe them all here. A few producers who have made significant contributions 

to date and who show particular promise for the future have been selected for brief 

descriptions.  

 

All the mentioned producers have been interviewed either by questionnaire, by 

telephone or have offered discussion time at informal wine show meetings. 

  

1. Fairview / Spice Route / Goats do Roam 

 

Anthony de Jager, winemaker at Fairview and The Goats do Roam Wine Company 

was interviewed telephonically. 

 

Anthony de Jager 

Anthony de Jager believes that the Rhône style wines in South Africa‟s wine 

landscape will play a crucial role in the development of the wine industry. The 

Mediterranean climate is ideally suited to Mediterranean varieties. The available 

terroir indicates great potential in Paarl and the Swartland as well as cooler sites 

such as Elim, making elegant lighter styles (Du Plessis, 2005).  

 

More emerging Mediterranean variety vineyards must be established. Some of the 

Fairview blocks of Grenache are old vines, 64 years of age, but do not exist in any 

significant quantities. Old blocks of Grenache have been pulled out for higher 

yielding varieties, especially since the outbreak of phylloxera. Grenache is 

imminently suitable for the making of rose style wines due to the low pigmentation of 

the skins and soft acids. 

 

The introduction of Pinotage into some of the Goats do Roam blends was partly due 

to the scarcity of Rhône varieties and partly due to the reasonable fit of fruit and style 

profiles. Time will tell if Pinotage will continue to play a role; it is a minor role 

nonetheless.  
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Top end wines from this producer are all harvested by hand with maximum yield of 4 

to 5 tonnes per hectare and hand sorted and fermented in 500 litre open barrels. 

Fermentation is started at 16ºC and allowed to rise to 30ºC. In the warmer regions, 

soils must be well drained. Decomposed granite as well as schist and Malmesbury 

shale soils are excellent.  

 

Single varietal wines will tend to sell well in a commercial market. The alternative of 

terroir based wines appeals to a different consumer base which is more diverse. The 

attraction to terroir wines is growing. 

 

The spectre of Brettanomyces has not been experienced by Fairview. The sensory 

characteristics of Brettanomyces infected wine are similar to the aroma profiles of 

many different wine varieties and styles. Laboratory testing has confirmed that Brett 

is not an issue at this point. 

 

The future of Viognier in red blends is unsure. It is fashionable and commercially 

demanded at the moment.  

 

Anthony‟s preferred wine style is a lighter and less extracted with focused fruit and 

honest varietal character. Lower alcohol of around 13.5 to 14% is the optimum. 

Anthony appreciates the wines of Côte Rôtie and is particularly pleased with the 

Fairview Caldera 2006, a blend of Grenache (46%), Mourvédre (27%) and Shiraz. 

The Grenache is old vine with an average age of 54 years which is fermented using 

Rhône yeasts in 2000 litre open French oak vats. It is hand punched twice daily and 

basket pressed. Components were fermented and then matured separately in 2nd, 3rd 

and 4th fill French oak for 14 months prior to blending. The wine was bottled unfined 

with a light filtration prior to bottling. 

 

Caldera shows a typical southern Rhône character. The wine has breadth and depth 

but is not overly showy. 
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2. Sadie Family Wines  

 

Winemaker Eben Sadie established the wines of The Spice Route Wine Company 

before venturing on his own. After exploring the vineyards and cellars of Europe he 

returned to the Swartland to make his first family wine, Columella. The 2005 vintage 

has since received the highest rating for a South African wine from Wine Spectator 

Magazine. Forthright and passionate, Eben is destined to play a significant role in 

the development of the wines of Malmesbury and the Swartland. Eben was 

interviewed telephonically.  

 

The New World has limited varieties with which to work. There are primarily only 7 

varieties utilised in South Africa out of a possible 45. The Old World has many 

varieties established over several centuries and developed to successfully express 

terroir. The European model is the only one to have stood the test of time. Ultimately 

it is nature that will select the best varieties.  

 

Mediterranean varieties need very poor soils with minimum clay to limit vigour. The 

soils of the Swartland will tend to draw more and more winemakers of Mediterranean 

style wines. Vines must be managed to drastically restrict yield and ensure quality 

fruit. Overripe fruit can be a major problem. Alcoholic wines remain alcoholic and 

cannot be integrated through bottle maturation. Picking fruit a little earlier preserves 

the grape‟s natural acidity and lends a nerve and tension to the wine‟s structure. This 

is important in a Rhône or Mediterranean style wine.  

 

In the South African wine landscape, the move towards Rhône and Mediterranean 

wines can be described as the way of pioneers. The Bordeaux style is the way of 

settlers, not chosen specifically for the appropriate match to the terroir, but rather out 

of desire to try and replicate what is done elsewhere irrespective of potential. Sadie 

Family Wines are intent on producing terroir derived wines. “It is the only way to go”. 

Varietal or copy cat wines have low ceilings. 

 

The attempts to establish a “Cape blend” or wine style stamp for international 

relevance is way too early. Perhaps in 40 or 50 years time such efforts may be more 

focused. We need a culture of experimentation to produce wines that put a place in a 

bottle.  
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The red wine vines of the Sadie family are still young – around 18 years old. The 

promise of future concentration and complexity from these vines is most exciting. He 

is busy working on plans to establish more Mediterranean varieties in South Africa.  

 

3. The Foundry 

 

Chris Williams, winemaker at Meerlust Estate jointly owns The Foundry and is the 

winemaker and viticulturist in this personal project. The Syrah has gained much 

attention for its clean and focused fruit. It is firmly structured with some restraint and 

no evidence of overblown fruit.  

 

The importance of Syrah in Rhône style blends depends on the structure and style of 

the desired blend. In the juicier, fruity, Grenache dominated blends, Syrah can offer 

structure, backbone and tannin, but in Shiraz dominated blends, Syrah provides 

elegance and linearity. 

 

Other Mediterranean varieties will play an increasingly important role, especially in 

the warmer with granite derived soils. 

 

The use of Pinotage in a so called Rhône style wine would negate the wine being a 

Rhône blend, it is a different category altogether. The tannins and flavour profile of 

Pinotage does not marry well with Syrah. 

The use of pre-fermentation is very useful for the extraction of colour without 

excessive tannin. The lighter style wines require cooler fermentation temperatures. 

Warmer temperatures are required for warmer Syrah styles. Old wood is preferable 

over new as new wood spoils the meat, pepper, spice and violet aromas of good 

Rhône style wines. Wines should be fined and or filtered based on the health of the 

wine, but the more you "do" to a wine, the more you lose. Fining is helpful with some 

Syrah‟s rough tannins, but that is more a function of growing conditions, soil and 

extraction regime.  

Average age of vines is ten years. Mature vines have a more extensive root system 

making a larger soil volume available, reducing water stress and nutrient 

deficiencies. Older vines naturally produce fewer grapes, smaller berries and more 

focused flavours.  
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Both terroir and varietal wines have their place, but ultimately, terroir is most 

important. 

The prospect of Brettanomyces is always negative in my view, loss of fruit definition, 

terroir characteristics and imbalance. 

“Harvest ripeness is a moving target. I aim for balance, fruit purity and supple but not 

squishy tannins”. 

“I love single varietal Syrah with lifted perfume, pepper, and lily and violet aromas. 

Palate should be linear, mineral and structured such as Côte Rôtie. High alcohol, 

sweetness and overripeness are the enemies of top quality wines”.  

4. Solms-Delta Wines 

 

Solms-Delta winemaker Hilko Hegewisch has taken on an interesting project at this 

Franschhoek property where the ancient practice of desiccating fruit on the vine by 

partial strangulation of the bunch stems is practiced with great success. A focused 

producer of Rhône style wines in recognition of the perfect Mediterranean climate, 

the early results from this young venture look extremely promising. 

 

Shiraz is a very important variety for South Africa, especially in the warmer areas 

because it gives a consistently good tannin structure and colour. It ripens well and 

reaches good sugar levels. 

 

Rhône style wines and varieties are well suited to South Africa‟s hotter climate. They 

are perhaps better suited than Bordeaux blends. Best areas are Swartland, Citrusdal, 

Paarl and Franschhoek. 

 

Pinotage has no role to play in a Rhône style blend even as a local signature grape. 

It should be developed in a category of its own. 

 

The concept of terroir wines will gain an increasing following, but single variety wines 

will remain commercially important. 
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The importance of phenolic ripeness at harvest means that grapes are picked at high 

sugar levels. If it were possible to reach full ripeness at 23 ºB, that would be great. 

This is only possible in great years.  

 

Rhône style wines should have good colour with alcohol at less than 14%. Some 

orange peel flavours and cassis aromas are appealing. The wines must not be over 

wooded. Some residual sugar (< 5%) adds a bit of complexity. 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Veritas Awards – Double Gold and Gold award winning Rhône style red wines, 

2005 to 2009. 

 

Year Award Wine 

2009 DG Spier Private Collection Shiraz 2007 

2009 DG Saronsberg Shiraz 2007 

2009 DG Thokazani Shiraz/Mourvédre/Viognier 2008 

2009 G De Grendal Shiraz 2008 

2009 G Eagles Nest Shiraz 2007 

2009 G Ernie Els  Cirrus Syrah 2007 

2009 G Flagstone Dark Horse Shiraz 2007 

2009 G Saronsberg Provenance Shiraz 2007 

2009 G Raka Biography 2007 

2009 G Neil Ellis Shiraz 2007 

2009 G Nederburg Private Bin R121 Shiraz 2007 

2008 DG De Grendel Shiraz 2007 

2008 DG KWV The Mentors Shiraz 2006 

2008 DG La Motte Pierneef Collection Shiraz/Viognier 2006 

2008 DG Rust en Vrede Syrah 2006 

2008 DG Stellenzicht Golden Triangle Shiraz 2005 

2008 DG Zevenwacht Syrah 2005 

2008 G Dunstone Shiraz2007 

2008 G Eagles Nest Shiraz 2006 

2008 G Eikendal Shiraz 2004 

2008 G Ernie Els Cirrus Syrah 2006 

2008 G Kevin Arnold Shiraz 2006 

2008 G Kevin Arnold Shiraz 2005 

2008 G KWV Shiraz Reserve 2006 

2008 G Nederburg Manor House Shiraz 2006 

2008 G Neil Ellis Vineyard Selection Syrah 2005 

2008 G Saronsburg Full Circle Shiraz  

2008 G Saronsburg Shiraz 2006 

2008 G Val de Vie Shiraz 2006 
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Year Award Wine 

2007 DG De Grendel Shiraz 2006 

2007 DG Dombeya Boulder Road Shiraz 2005 

2007 DG Groote Post Shiraz 2004 

2007 DG Saronsberg Full Circle Shiraz 2005 

2007 DG Saronsberg Shiraz 2005 

2007 DG The Auction Crossing Syrah Viognier 2005 

2007 G Black Pearl Vineyards Shiraz 2005 

2007 G Bon Courage Inkara Shiraz Ltd Release 2005 

2007 G Boschendal Reserve Collection Shiraz 2004 

2007 G Flagstone Dark Horse Shiraz 2005 

2007 G Horse mountain Shiraz 2005 

2007 G Lourensford Three Peaks Shiraz Viognier 2006 

2007 G Meerendal Shiraz Bin 159 2005 

2007 G Rust en Vrede Syrah 2004 

2007 G Spier Private Collection Shiraz 2005 

2006 DG Cederberg Shiraz 2005 

2006 DG Grande Provence Shiraz 2004 

2006 DG Hartenberg The Stork Shiraz 2003 

2006 DG Inkara Shiraz Limited Release 2004 

2006 DG Kevin Arnold Catherine Leigh  Shiraz 2003 

2006 DG Koelfontein Shiraz 2004 

2006 DG Raka Biography Shiraz 2004 

2006 DG Spier Vintners Selection Shiraz Mourvédre Viognier 2004 

2006 G Alto Shiraz 2004 

2006 G Anura Syrah Limited Release 2004 

2006 G Cederberg Shiraz 2004 

2006 G Ernie Els Cirrus Syrah 2004 

2006 G Graham Beck The Ridge Syrah 2002 

2006 G Hartenberg Shiraz 2003 

2006 G La Motte Shiraz 2003 

2006 G Lorraine Cape Harmony 2004 

2006 G Moreson Shiraz 2005 
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Year Award Wine 

2006 G Muratie Shiraz 2004 

2006 G Nederberg Private Bin R121 Shiraz 2004 

2006 G Onyx Shiraz 2003 

2006 G Raka Biography Shiraz 2003 

2006 G Simonsig Merindol Syrah 2004 

2006 G Spice Route Flagship Syrah 2003 

2006 G Spier Private Collection Shiraz 2004 

2006 G Spruitdrift Shiraz 2004 

2005 DG Anthony Smook Shiraz Reserve 2003 

2005 DG Avondale Syrah 2003 

2005 DG Cloof Crucible Shiraz 2004 

2005 DG Flagstone Dark Horse Shiraz 2003 

2005 DG Graham Beck The Joshua 2003 

2005 DG Havana Hills Du Plessis Shiraz Reserve 2003 

2005 DG Idiom Shiraz Mourvédre Viognier 2004 

2005 DG Raka Biography Shiraz 2004 

2005 DG Saronsberg Full Circle 2004 

2005 DG Saronsberg Shiraz 2004 

2005 G Cederberg Shiraz 2004 

2005 G Culraithin Syrah 2002 

2005 G Delheim Vera Cruz Shiraz 2003  

2005 G Graceland Shiraz 2003 

2005 G Inkara Shiraz 2003 

2005 G Kleine Zalze Shiraz Family Reserve2004 

2005 G Muratie Shiraz 2004 

2005 G Nick & Forti‟s Shiraz 2004 

2005 G Rainbow‟s End Shiraz 2004 

2005 G Raka Biography Shiraz 2003 

2005 G Steenberg Shiraz 2004 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Definition of terms 

 

assemblage - French word for the selection and blending of wines (Robinson, 1999). 

 

barrique – a type of wooden barrel or cask of 225 litre capacity used in Bordeaux, 

France (Robinson, 1999). 

 

cépage – the French word for vine variety. Used to refer to varietal wines sold by the 

name of the wine‟s principle grape variety (Robinson, 1999). 

 

chaptalization – the addition of sugar to the grape must prior to fermentation to 

increase the final alcoholic strength. 

 

climat – French Burgundian term for a specific vineyard site defined by its particular 

geological and climatological characteristics (Robinson, 1999). 

 

coulure – French term used to describe a form of poor fruit set in grapes (Robinson, 

1999). 

 

cuvaison – French term for the process of vatting grapes or grape must for 

fermentation (Norman, 1996). 

 

cuve – French term for a vat or tank (Robinson, 1999). 

 

cuvée – ambiguous French term for any container, vat or bottle, of wine. Frequently 

used to refer to assembled and bottled fine wines (Norman, 1996). 

 

élevage – French term used to describe cellar operations between fermentation and 

bottling, literally meaning „rearing‟ or „raising‟ (Robinson, 1999). 

 

foudres – French term for a large wooden storage cask (Norman, 1996). 

 

galets roules – large terracotta boulders found mostly in the vineyards of 

Châteauneuf-du-Pape (Norman, 1996). 
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gobelet – a form of vine training system dating back to Roman times. Vines are free 

standing and the system is best suited to low-vigour vineyards in dry climates 

(Robinson, 1999). 

 

kuipe – Afrikaans term used to describe traditional fermentation vats made of wood 

or cement. 

 

lieux-dit – French and Burgundian term for a specific named plot of land, used on 

labels to identify single vineyard wines (Robinson, 1999).  

 

loess – light coloured and fine grained mixture of clay and silt deposited by the wind 

(Robinson, 1999). 

 

terroir – French word describing the controversial and important concept of the total 

natural environment of a viticultural site (Robinson, 1999). 

 

triage – the sorting of grapes according to quality, prior to fermentation (Robinson, 

1999). 

 

typicité – a French tasting term for a wine‟s quality of being typical of its type, 

geological provenance and vintage (Robinson, 1999). 

 

véraison – a French term used to describe the intermediate stage of grape berry 

development and the start of ripening when grapes change from hard green berries 

to softened and coloured grapes (Robinson, 1999). 

 

vin – French for wine. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

Abbreviations 

 

AOC  Appellation d‟origine contrôlée 

 

AC  Appellation contrôlée 

 

SANW  South African National Wine Show 

 

hl/ha  Hectolitres per hectare 

 

g/l  Grams per litre 

 


