
  
THE SUNRAYSIA REGION 

From 1-3 May 2015 the Guild ventured out to Sunraysia, basing ourselves in the Victorian inland city of Mildura. Thirty-nine 
members (well, actually, two of those were guests) were treated to some unseasonably gorgeous weather over the days of the 
visit. I’d done some boning up on the area and was armed with the fact that the Region has over 20 wine producers ranging in 
size from a crush of anywhere between five and 120,000 tonnes annually. We may not see these wines in many of our local 
bottle stores as over half of the Region’s wineries are exporting. All in all, this promised to be an interesting and unusual 
weekend and thanks must go to the main organiser, Brian Longford, for bringing us to such a promising location. The story 
follows … 
 

FRIDAY 
 

Members were invited to gather at the All Seasons 
Holiday Park at 4pm for what seems to have become 
a fairly traditional “BYO everything” barbecue. Most 
of those attending the weekend seemed to have 

taken up the offer and the Park’s barbecue area was filled almost to bursting point. 
With no official tasting programmed, members seemed to be quite happy tasting 
each other’s wines instead – I’m glad I decided at the last minute to replace my 
cleanskin with a decent bottle with a proper label. 
 
In amongst the self-provided tasting we all seemed to manage to make a barbecue 
meal appear, although in all honesty, that of some of our members looked 
suspiciously like a fast-food offering. Still, each to their own and, whatever the fare, it seemed to go down well. Indeed, all in all 
it was a great evening and I noticed quite a few of our number were still partying late into the evening. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
SATURDAY 

 
Problem number one – what to wear. Subsequent discussion with several others proved that I wasn’t the only one who had 
packed mainly cold weather clothes and the predicted sunny day in the mid-twenties proved a challenge. Still, find something 
and soldier on. 
 

CHATEAU MILDURA WINES 
 
Chateau Mildura is situated only a brief drive out from Mildura that should have been even briefer. Unfortunately, I’d told my 
partner Norm to “follow that car” and so, when it got lost, we did also. A quick phone call to Brian had us back on track and, 



given the geographical displacement of the car we were following, we 
weren’t even the last to arrive. It became immediately obvious why 
we’d got lost; because, it would be fair to say, Chateau Mildura lacked 
at least one component of its name – there was no chateau. Still, what 
it did have was a rather cool and rustic cellar door crammed full of 
memorabilia and, of course, wine. After a brief introduction to our 
hosts; owner Lance Milne, his wife Miranda and their assistant Joan; 
we were split into two groups – one to start with the museum tour and 
the other to taste the wine. 
 

I was in the tasting group so my description will start there. Rather than a structured tasting, we were invited to simply come 
forward and try whatever we’d like from their range, which, at 16 wines, was quite substantial. I was interested to note that 
they broke their range down into groups. First was the Heritage Range: so named because they use techniques commonly used 
in the earlier days of Australian winemaking (late 1800s to early 1900s). This was followed by the Smuggler Range in which they 

use oak chips or planks 
instead of barrels. Then 
came their Reserve Range 
where they use traditional 
techniques such as oak 
barrels. Finally was their 
Signature Range containing 
less usual varietals: 
Saperavi, Petit Verdot and 

Carménère. What I found quite unusual was that none of their front labels contained the wine’s vintage – they do this for 
economy (so they can use the front labels for more than one vintage) and place the vintage on the back label. 
 
I can’t detail all of their wines but I should mention the Smuggler Range Saperavi. It is a late picked wine and it’s fair to say that it 
“caught out” quite a few of our Members. It had a powerful nose more reminiscent of a tawny than a table wine and quite a 
sweet flavour. All in all, I found their wines generally very pleasant with a couple of real stand outs for me. Prices were good, 
too, and several of their wines found their way into our car. 
 

On to the tour, which I found 
fascinating and informative. 
Along with their own 
memorabilia, Chateau Mildura 
have managed to collect a large 
range of other historical items 
memory lane. Members 
discussed Barossa Pearl and 
Hermitage along with Brandivino 
and Mildara. Twelve of us 
squashed ourselves into a 40,000 
litre barrel (which, I hasten to 
add, had been cut away to 

facilitate this) and we viewed a “typical” cooper’s workshop. Miranda conducted our tour and I can report that she has a great 
sense of humour but also spoke with a knowledge that indicated that she’d been a real part of some of this history, not just 
learned it. 
 

All too soon, the tour was over and we had to make our purchases in order to be at our next 
rendezvous, lunch, on time. 
 
Wines Tasted: As selected by Members 
 



LUNCH – RED CLIFFS CLUB 
 
There’s not really much that I can report on the Red Cliffs Club other than it was convenient and reasonable value. I could 
perhaps share the fact that when I asked to see the wine list I was told that they basically had two wines by the glass, one of 
which was Deakin Estate and the other one wasn’t. From a Wine Guild point of view I guess that sums it up! 
 
I hasten to add that this Club really was a good find by Brian. It fulfilled all the major criteria – it sat solidly between Point A and 
Point B; it had us in, fed and out within the allotted time; and it stopped the worms from biting. 
 

NURSERY RIDGE ESTATE WINES 
 
The Guild Conga Line of cars moved on to our second winery of the day, just up the 
road from the Club. To make sure we’d all arrived safely, Brian did a quick head-
count and managed to count at least 45 of our 39 Members, so decided to just go 
ahead and introduce the owners Michael and Gaye Ballinger and Lou Bennett, who 
together would be hosting our visit. 
 
Lou began by giving us a brief history of Nursery Ridge Estate and then showed us 
around their operation, which was small but interesting. It was during this tour that 
he made a remark that I found to be a rather good turn of phrase, “the best way to 
oak a wine with a barrel is to stick it in the vat”. Now, I do not doubt that as a statement but it 
certainly mucks up the aesthetics. I must also mention that, during this tour, rumour has it that we 
saw a furphy (and if you don’t understand that then look furphy up on wikipedia). 
 
With the tour over, we returned to the area set up for our tasting. I want to acknowledge, here, the 
tremendous effort these guys had put in to make us feel welcome. They’d prepared a tasting sheet for 
each of us (with pens in case we’d neglected to bring one) and laid out a platter of cheese and biscuits 
as well as a huge bowl of table grapes (which we were invited to take with us when we left – Norm 
and I did so, until they were confiscated by the Fruit Police at the border later in our travels). I’ll also 
mention at this point that their tastings were generous and that they offered us a “members” 
discount on all their wines. I find that kind of reception really quite touching. 
 

I noticed during the tasting that Lou was drinking soft drink – it always worries me if 
the insiders aren’t drinking the wine, however, he did explain that he had a long drive 
to make after our visit. Of course, different things interest different people and the 
thing of particular interest to me was being told that they didn’t make their sparkling 
but actually “buy it in” – indeed, the comment was made that very few wineries “do a 
fizz”. Nonetheless, I enjoyed the wines presented and they were undoubted value 
(particularly at the special price offered to us). Again, several bottles are no longer at 
the winery but are now in my wine rack. 
 

During early discussions with Nursery Ridge it had been expected 
that the winemaker would be with us but, at the end of the day, he 
just couldn’t make it. Our hosts did a valiant job in his absence but, 
I think it fair to say, neither had deep knowledge of the nuances of 
their winemaking. Still, this did not detract from their presentation 
or, indeed, from their wines. Anyway, they still knew more than 
me! They were also able to produce the vast ledger containing the 
notes made by the winemaker, Bob Shields. I admit to being faintly 
amused at the sight of Guild Members poring over this tome in an 
almost reverential way. It made me feel that the winemaker was 
there in spirit as his notes took on an almost biblical importance. 

 
Again the time flew by and it was suddenly time to buy-up and then re-form the conga line – destination Mildura again. 
 
Wines Tasted: 
NV Chardonnay Pinot Noir 
2012 Cottrells Hill Chardonnay 
2013 Wilga Sauvignon Blanc 
2012 Pinot Noir 
2012 Parbs Cabernet Sauvignon 



2010 Parbs Cabernet Sauvignon 
2012 Cassia Shiraz 
2013 Cassia Shiraz 
2012 Coorong Petit Verdot 
2013 Coorong Petit Verdot 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SUNRAYSIA CELLAR DOOR 
 

A quick tizzy-up at the Holiday Park, including something a little warmer for the 
evening and then off to the Sunraysia Cellar Door for the programmed “social 
gathering with tasting of local wines, finger food and guest speaker”. Latching on to 
the social gathering aspect, Norm and I decided that a taxi would be in order and, 
after a brief but mildly comical game of musical chairs with some other members, 
eight of us set off together in a taxi-bus for the venue. 
 
 “Gosh!” I thought as I arrived. This would have to be the largest collection of wines 

offered for tasting in one spot that I’ve ever encountered. 
So much wine, so little time. Where to begin? Fortunately, 
this last was taken out of my hands as it turned out to be a 
structured tasting of particular wines. I am, however, 
getting ahead of myself. Firstly, we were introduced to 
winemakers Brendan Gledhill and Cindy Healy who, 
together, would be hosting us and presenting our tasting 
and I have to say that my first impression was of an 
enormous sense of fun. Our hosts kept up a stream of 
interesting and appropriate commentary as we tasted each 
of the wines selected. In amongst this tasting Mike Stone, 
CEO of the Murray Winegrowers Association, gave an 
interesting presentation on the “local” realities of grape 
and wine production. I was also fascinated to learn that the 
largest “alternative varieties” wine show is held in Mildura 

although, in hindsight, this makes perfect sense as we did see, and taste, a number 
of less usual varietals during our visit. 
 
Whilst all this was going on, a steady stream of finger food prepared by local 
caterer, Yigal Benchmo and his wife Katherine, was arriving at our fingertips. I 
admit, I thought finger food meant party pies and spring rolls but that description 
could certainly not be applied to what we experienced that evening. Not only 

interesting and unusual food but presented in interesting and 
unusual ways (I think that may be the only time, thus far, that 
I’ve been served chicken in a wine glass). I wonder if Mildura also 
hosts the largest “alternative finger food” show? By the way, 
Yigal has some major credentials. As I understand it, whilst 
working overseas he had the opportunity to cater for US 
president, Barack Obama.  

 



For those of you not at the Sunraysia event, Sunraysia Cellar Door acts as a cellar door for a number of wineries, many of which 
are too small or have too little passing trade to warrant keeping their own cellar door. On the list I picked up, twenty wineries 
are represented at Sunraysia Cellar Door with a total of 214 wines. If you plan to visit them for a taste, then, allow a full 
afternoon! (Having said that, two of the wines are sparkling reds – so, for me, that drops it down to a much more manageable 
212.) 
 
A quick taxi trip back to the cabin for a much-deserved visit to the land of Nod. Tomorrow is another day! 
 
Wines Tasted: 
NV Spee Wah Cuvee Chardonnay (Qualia Wines) 
2014 Selection 23 Sauvignon Blanc (Zilzie Wines) 
2008 Demeter Kerner (Robinvale Organic Wines) (Kerner is a cross between Riesling and Trollinger) 
2014 The Unexpected Shiraz (Tall Poppy/Andrew Peace Wines) 
2013 La La Land Malbec (Wingara Wine Group) 
2010 Cabernet Sauvignon (Gledhill Vignerons) 
 

 
 
 

SUNDAY 
 
Another gorgeous day and a short trip through Mildura and over the river, and border, into New South Wales saw us gathering 
for the first of our Sunday wineries. 
 

TRENTHAM ESTATE 
 
Wow! That’s the only note I have for our arrival at Trentham Estate – well, 
not quite, as I actually wrote it twice. Wow! Wow! 
 
As you arrive at the winery you see a very neat, sprawling building; some 
nicely manicured grass; and what you could reasonably describe as a small 
tank farm off to one side in the middle distance. Although visible, it is easy to 
miss the proximity of the river. However, as you go through into the cellar 
door, you find that the far wall is wholly glass and the river is the first thing 
that strikes you, immediately followed by more manicured grass and lots of 
well-tended shrubbery. The whole effect is, well, how can I put it? Wow! 
 

It was onto this riverside well-manicured grass that we 
now placed ourselves ready to start the visit. Andrew 
Yap introduced owner and winemaker Anthony 
Murphy, giving him what I’m sure was a well-deserved 
build up (he’s another one of Andrew’s ex-students). 
Anthony then launched into the story of Trentham 
Estate; in particular proudly listing it’s credentials as a 
family business of more than 50 years standing. 

Indeed, it subsequently seemed to be proven – almost all the staff we met seemed to be a member 
of the family, including Anthony’s brother Pat and niece Julie (who both helped us with the tasting, 
but that’s still to come). 
 
Firstly, Anthony took us over to that middle-distance tank farm, which 
was quite substantial for a “family owned” winery. Here, he gave us a 
very detailed description of the process and science of Trentham’s 
approach to making wine. In particular, he seemed very proud of their 
“Pulsair” method of mixing the wine – which is reasonably unique to 
Trentham Estate in Australia but is quite common in the US. Apparently, 
Trentham started as a hobby winery and simply “grew” over time to its 
current size – although you may not see it flooding the Australian 
market, as 50% of its wine is exported, mainly to China. It turns out that, 
for this reason, the winery has reduced its oaking as they have a strong 



belief that it’s no longer wanted, again particularly by the Chinese market. (He also mentioned, as an aside, that oak barrels can 
cost as much as $1500 to $2000 each – a powerful reason to reduce the oak.) 

 
With the tour over, we retuned 
to the riverside to commence the 
tasting. Anthony took us through 
a generous selection from their 
portfolio, some of which were 
barrel samples of current 
vintage. Throughout, he spoke 
with enthusiasm and passion 
about the wine and the business, 
as did his brother, the previously 

mentioned Pat, who is the viticulturist. The wines were damned good, too. 
Interestingly, there were also some unusual varietals – something that we 
were coming to expect from Sunraysia. In Trentham’s case, these varietals 
generally represented an Italian influence – not surprising, given that it turns 
out that Mrs Murphy (Anthony’s wife) is Italian. For me, the standout wine was 
the Nero d’Avola – we tasted a barrel sample and I can’t wait to find it in the 
bottle. Nonetheless, it was easy to find some already bottled wines to buy on 
the day. 
 

Trentham’s generosity to us 
continued on into lunch and beyond. Firstly, they supplied three bottles of their 
2005 Family Reserve Heathcote Shiraz (valued at about $100/bottle) for us to 
taste over lunch. Secondly, they gave each couple a gift to take away consisting 
of a bottle of Balsamic or olive oil and a bottle of their 2012 Estate Noble 
Taminga (together retailing at $38). Gee, I hope they sold us a lot of wine! 
 
What a great wine experience and a real treat. Okay, I admit, Trentham Estate is 
fortunate to have a massive river running past its property, which makes it a bit 
easier for it to produce a stunning setting. Still, it really does make the most of 
what it’s got. Norm and I drive to Sydney regularly and always via the route that 

passes by the gates of Trentham and I’ve never even wondered what might be on the other side. One thing’s for sure, on the 
next trip to Sydney we won’t be simply “driving by”. (I wonder if they’ll have that Nero d’Avola in bottle by then?) 
 
Wines Tasted: 
2015 Estate Verdejo (barrel sample) 
2014 Estate Chardonnay 
2013 Family Reserve Tasmanian Chardonnay 
2014 Estate Pinot Noir 
2013 La Famiglia Nebbiolo 
2015 Nero d’Avola (barrel sample) 
2010 Family Reserve Heathcote Shiraz 
2013 Unnamed Great Western Shiraz (barrel sample) 
2012 Estate Noble Taminga 
2005 Family Reserve Heathcote Shiraz (with lunch) 
 

TRENTHAM RESTAURANT 
 
Within the Cellar Door building, this restaurant 
offered a dining experience in remarkable contrast to 
that of the previous day. Priding itself on the use of 
fresh, local produce it supplied meals that were both 
unusual and divine. I know that the Murray Cod 
attracted much attention from our Members, with 
some even expressing a heartfelt hope that they 
wouldn’t run out due to demand. I have to say, 
though, that the duck was sublime. 
 
It’s the little things that count, mind, and I was very impressed that the meals were delivered table by table rather than 
piecemeal – with three tables of thirteen that could easily have happened. I was also impressed with the speed and cheerfulness 



of the wait staff. Finally, we were even given a brief presentation from the chef, Dag Demorkow, who’d come all the way from 
Norway to cook that Murray Cod for us. 
 

 
 

AUSTRALIAN VINTAGE LTD 
 

The Guild conga’d its last line for the weekend back from Trentham Cliffs to the town of Buronga. If we’d 
harboured any thoughts of Trentham’s operation being big they paled to the sight that greeted us at 
Australian Vintage Ltd (AVL) – if ever there was a tank factory, this was it. It seemed, from the carpark, at 
least, to be huge, although we subsequently learned that it was merely the fourth largest in Australia. 
 
Still, we were immediately spared the sight of a vast field of 
tanks as we wound our way through a corridor of offices to a 
lovely lawned garden – very definitely an oasis in a, well, tank 
farm. Here, we were introduced to Andrew Allen (Chief White 
Winemaker) and William Gardener (Winemaker) who would 
be our hosts for the afternoon. Over a generous tasting of a 
Blanc de Blancs, they began by giving us an overview of their 

operation. It was here that we received the first of what turned out to be lots of 
mind-boggling facts. To give you an idea of scale, they advised us that they produced 
wine for 13 companies and had over 600 individual labels. 
 
With the fizz now but a memory, we trudged off into the warren that was the tank 
farm. As we moved around, our brains were assailed with more and more facts, like it 
is 1.2 km from one end of the farm to the other. What interested me, personally, was 
the detail of the many ways they use to maximise the amount of product they extract 
from the grapes. To do that was clearly suggesting to me how small the margins on 
wine must be. 
 

As we travelled further and further amongst the tanks I began to hope that none of 
our members would get lost – although I did notice that the man who I knew only as 
Dane was shepherding us every step of the way. Clearly he’d had the same thought as 
me about us getting lost. Perhaps we should have all been issued a map and compass 
prior to the tour. 
 
More facts were presented: 100 full time staff increasing to 280 at vintage; 200 tonne 
fermenters; intensifying colour and tannins through the use of heat and pressure. I 
forget how many trucks per hour but recall that we all found it unimaginable. And 
they just kept coming. It was at the point when someone mentioned 135,000,000 

litres of wine that my brain exploded. This was the last fact that I have in my notes. They had an impressive solar panel farm, as 
well, but my brain had no room for any more facts by the time we came to that! 
 

But still the tour went further and further – could this be the only man-made structure visible from space? Had we walked as far 
as Wentworth yet? Would there be a bus to return us to the tasting area? When we did actually emerge into the sunlight again 
it turned out that we hadn’t really travelled as far as I thought. I guess we must have weaved about a bit in the dark shadows of 
the tanks. 
 



And so we did emerge. Our brains 
bruised and battered, our feet sore, 
several of our members abandoned 
on the way, but definitely, as Mr 
Bush would put it, in shock and awe! 
I’ve experienced quite a lot as a 
member of the Guild but that tour 
was very definitely a first. I don’t 
think I was the only one to think so, 
either. I’m not much into the use of 
the word awesome but if I was ever 

going to use it then it should be now. That tour was, simply, awesome! 
 
Back in the garden and nursing our sore feet we got back into tasting some of the wines they 
produce – fortunately our hosts had selected a representative sample rather than showing 
us all 600! I found the wines very pleasant, although perhaps the whites had become a little 

too warm – obviously, even the locals had been caught out by the unseasonably warm weather. Our hosts had done well in the 
selections they had for us too, clearly showing that their output included high-end wines as well as those that could be described 
more as quaffers. 
 
Worthy of particular mention, and cleverly included by Andrew and William, were a de-alcoholised Shiraz (in my opinion rather 
good – possibly only lacking length) and their Kilkenny Cream. This last they’d included to alert us to the fact that such a drink is 
actually wine based – something that I, for one, did not realise. Fortunately, they did not bring out the passion pop. 
 
Choosing the wines that I would buy would be a difficult task that was, perhaps fortunately, alleviated by the last fact they 
presented – they do not have a cellar door. Happily, they’ve undertaken to put us on their members’ mailing list. That should 
give me plenty of time to decide. 
 
Wines Tasted: 
2014 Tempus Two Blanc de Blancs 
2014 “You” Pinot Grigio 
2014 McGuigan Classic Sauvignon Blanc 
2014 Black Label Chardonnay 
2014 Black Label Moscato 
Miranda Summer Fresh Shiraz (alcohol removed) 
2014 Black Label Red 
2013 McGuigan Classic Cabernet Sauvignon 
2011 McGuigan Personal Reserve Hunter Valley Shiraz 
Kilkenny Cream 
 

WRAP UP 
 
Well, what a great weekend. We’d seen big operations and small. We’d tasted quality wines and quaffers. We’d seen new 
techniques and historical ones. We’d had great food and pub grub. We’d tasted common varietals and rare ones. I guess what 
I’m saying is that we’d experienced a whole range of different things that the Murray Darling Geographical Indicators (a title I’d 
learned at the Sunraysia Cellar Door) has to offer. It may not have become my immediate “go to” wine area but I would certainly 
show it far more respect in future. I’d also learned so much – something the Guild frequently seems to do for me, despite my 
best efforts to remain ignorant. 
 
So, having said our farewells, Norm and I headed east with a very satisfying “clink” coming from the boot of the car. And no, we 
hadn’t remained disoriented by our trip through the tank farm. We were spending a few days upriver prior to returning home. 
 
I said it earlier but I’ll say it again, “well done, Brian”. 
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