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Penfolds throws a curve ball

Philip Rich

For a company whose reputation revolves around its cabernet and shiraz, it's arguably with chardonnay that

Penfolds

' most exhilarating wines are being made right now.

Worldwide, few enthusiasts would not be familiar with its Koonunga Hill, Bin 389 and St Henri wines – not to mention
its flagship Grange, which has no Australian equal in terms of prestige and historical importance.

What might surprise some however is that last year, aside from winning a swag of top awards for its reds, Penfolds
was named global white winemaker of the year by the International Wine Challenge.

In the early 2000s I wrote a column questioning Penfolds' choice of chardonnay for its supposed "white" Grange.
Lagging behind rivals such as Hardys, which was already sourcing cool climate fruit from Tasmania, the first, 1995
Yattarna used 50 per cent McLaren Vale fruit. I wasn't the only one wondering what they were doing.

This has turned out to be a blessing in disguise, because unlike for its red wine program, there wasn't a template
with which to make its whites.

Oliver Crawford took over as senior white winemaker at Penfolds in 2001, followed by Kym Schroeter in 2008,
who'd worked with Crawford since 2003. It was through this double act that the whites program really hit its straps.
By then the company was scouring Australia for cool climate fruit, leading it to the Adelaide Hills, Henty in Victoria,
Tumbarumba in NSW, and Tasmania.

Like many of the premium Penfolds reds, including Grange, Yattarna has always been a multi-regional blend. And
while some of the wines from the early-to-mid 2000s were competent but lacking a little in complexity and finesse,
the 2008, which was made from 89 per cent Tasmanian fruit and 11 per cent Adelaide Hills fruit, was a revelation. A
deserved winner of the first James Halliday Chardonnay Challenge in 2012, bottled under screw cap, it's still a
supremely elegant, refined and persistent wine.

The most consistently good Penfolds chardonnay has been the Reserve Bin A, which since its first vintage in 1994
has only ever contained Adelaide Hills fruit. It has also been the wine that Schroeter and the team have been most
adventurous with.
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The Reserve Bin 15A that won this year's James Halliday Chardonnay Challenge – which I chaired – is as good a
Penfolds wine as any I have tasted in recent times. The epitome of modern Australian chardonnay, it has beautiful
purity of fruit which is tightly wrapped up, ensuring a very long life ahead.

CELLAR DOOR

Penfolds Bin 311 Tumbarumba Chardonnay 2015 - $45

The cool, high altitude Tumbarumba region in NSW is a terrific source for linear, fine-boned chardonnay and
Penfolds rarely misses a beat with this wine. Barrel-fermented in older wood to preserve the wine's relatively
delicate fruit aromas and palate, this finishes long and tight.

Penfolds Reserve Bin 15A Chardonnay 2015 - $100

The deserved winner of this year's James Halliday Chardonnay Challenge, this will hold its own against chardonnay
from anywhere, including top flight white burgundy. Made from 100 per cent Adelaide Hills fruit, this tightly wound
wine has intensity and power and is lithe at the same time. A great combination that will ensure, under screw cap, a
long life ahead.

Penfolds Bin 389 Cabernet Shiraz 2014 - $90

A blend of 53 per cent cabernet and 47 per cent shiraz sourced from the Barossa, Wrattonbully✓, McLaren Vale
and Coonawarra, this is my pick of the just-released Penfolds 2014 reds. Ripe with focused red and black berry
aromas and a touch of cedar from a combination of new and older American hogsheads✓, the palate is persistent,
balanced and long.
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