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QUEENSLAND is suffering from an 
identity crisis. Forever typecast as an 
expanse of sun-drenched beaches, it 
has proven challenging for wineries from 
this region to be taken seriously. Tainted 
by the misconception that the area can 
only produce pineapples and bananas, 
it has taken time and commitment to 
establish otherwise. The reality is that 
Queensland is a vast area. On the border 
with New South Wales there is a high 
altitude region that isn't just capable of 
growing grapevines - they absolutely 
thrive there. Known as the Granite Belt, 
this region is serviced by the main town 
of Stanthorpe. With altitudes reaching 

an average of 900m, the temperatures 
are in the region of 9C less than found 
at sea level. In wine production this is 
of vital importance because the cooler 
temperatures initiate plant development 
cycles throughout the year. 

These thermal conditions make the Granite 
Belt climate comparable to Adelaide Hills 
or Clare Valley - both cool climate zones. 
Completing the recipe for world-class wine 

potential are an arid climate and unique 
granitic soils, with high rock content. The 
wines in this area remind me of wines 
produced in northern and central Spain in 
regions such as Ribera del Duero and Rioja. 
They are all wines with character and can 
sometimes be considered a bit alternative. 

The growers in this area have been 
experimenting with over a dozen seemingly 
obscure wine grape varieties, including 

STRANGE 
BIRDS IN MY 
BACK YARD

barbera, chenin blanc, colombard, durif, 
gewurztraminer, malbec, marsanne, 
mourvedre, nebbiolo, petit verdot, pinot 
gris, sylvaner, tannat, tempranillo and 
viognier - as well as some more standard 
varieties. A distinctive concentration of 
flavours, freshness and slightly lower 
alcohol is known within the wine world as 
the “continental influence” - characteristics 
that you can easily identify when you are 
trying the wines from the Granite Belt. The 
region is surprisingly accessible - just three 
hours south-west of Brisbane and a little 
longer from the Gold Coast, or less than 
four hours across the picturesque Great 
Dividing Range from Byron Bay. On offer is 
the ultimate wine-tasting weekend getaway 
with a flavour of outback Australia, within 
hours of the coast. It's another world, with 
incredible granite formations, paperbark 
trees punctuating the scenery, endless 
fields of fresh produce, and stunning views. 

Mark Ravenscroft, owner and winemaker 
from Ravens Croft Wines, is originally 
from South Africa. As well as overseas 
experience and consulting to other wineries 
in the Granite Belt, he has had stints at 
Tyrrells, Capel Vale and Ballandean. 
He bought his own property in 2004, 
which has allowed him to fully express 
his personal style. Mark produces fresh 
wines, easy to drink for a few years, light 
but with good mouth-fill. He attempts to 
find a fine balance between oak barrel, soft 
malolactic fermentation and medium fruit 
intensity. He excels in producing “complex” 
chardonnay. Mark is excited by the results 
he is having with the pinotage variety. The 
Granite Belt climate suits it particularly well 
because it matures earlier and it's more 
resistant to botrytis than other varieties. 
This is an important consideration as there 
can be considerable rain at the end of 
the season. He also recognises potential 
in other grape varieties such as petit 
verdot. The '09 is terrific. Overall the reds 
are elegant with fine granulated tannins 
and a long finish. Recently awarded Best 
Queensland Wine for his chardonnay at the 
Royal Queensland Wine Show, this winery 
is definitely one to watch.

Thermal conditions make the 

granite belt climate comparable 

to adelaide hills or clare valley. 

Above: Sunset over Summit Estate. Left: Summit barrel room.
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The biggest cellar door in the Granite 
Belt is Summit Estate, a winery specialising 
in Mediterranean blends. Argentinean 
winemaker Paola Cabezas has been heading 
the team for almost 10 years. With experience 
in Spain and France, and continuous off-
season travels to Mediterranean lands, 
you can definitely notice the international 
influence. Of particular note is the tempranillo. 
This is the only variety not under stelvin 
[screw cap] because cork closure is the best 
way to counteract potential reductive notes 
that this grape can experience. 

Home of the Costanzo family is the 
Golden Grove Winery. Their Italian heritage 
is reflected in sumptuous, rich wines. 
Golden Grove is probably the winery 
that offers the best consistency of quality 
across whites, reds and fortifieds. It is also 
the most awarded winery of the Granite 
Belt and to this day it is still managed 
by the family. The sauvignon-semillon, 
tempranillo, durif and the Mediterranean 
blend are the most noteworthy.

Another significant winery is Robert 
Channon Wines. Their flagship wine is the 
verdelho variety. They also offer a very tasty 
chardonnay, which is good at every price 
bracket of their portfolio. The pinot gris is 
delicious, too. There is some consistency 
in all the whites. Reds aren't the only 
motivation at the Granite Belt.

Robert Channon has all their vineyards 
under netting. Bird damage was causing a 
loss of up to 30 per cent of production. When 
being asked if he had discovered any issues 
as a result of production under the net, he 
laughed, “You can’t believe how often I have 
to answer that question. It actually delivers 
a healthier crop and we are quite pleased 
with the fruit it produces now," he said. The 

than just a winery - it's a well-oiled machine 
offering the ultimate day trip experience. 
A combination of the classy Lurleens 
Restaurant, extensive landscaped grounds 
(which on occasion host thousands for 
outdoor concerts), beautiful natural bush 
surroundings, a busy cellar door with a cafe, 
plus family friendly areas to allow the adults 
to relax while the children run free - creates 
a very attractive drawcard for a city escape. 
Head winemaker Adam Chapman attributes 
credit to the whole winemaking team and 
considers that every winemaker adds value 
to the end product. In general, the wines 
are clean, fresh and varietal but with a little 
twist, always showing consistency and value 
for money. The viognier and chardonnay 
are the standout varieties in the large 
range. They are even experimenting with a 
sparkling red made of petit verdot - a very 
innovative concept.

The Granite Belt Tourism authority has 
created a great initiative called “Strange 
Bird”, which is essentially a user-friendly 
guide book that can be downloaded from 
their website. It details the region’s wine trail 
and encourages wine lovers to discover 
an alternative wine variety, or “Strange 
Bird” to “adopt” and taken home. It also 
offers a comprehensive overview of each 
of the 16 unusual varieties and suggestions 
for pairing. The Granite Belt is a treasure 
trove of passionate winemakers from all 
over the world, confidently experimenting 
with exciting varieties in an exceptional 
environment that has huge potential. It is 
unlikely to remain a secret for much longer, 
so now is probably the best time to find your 
favourite strange bird.

only Granite Belt wine producer with public 
access at a different location is Sirromet. 
A clever business strategy has overcome 
the issue of convincing the masses to visit 
the Granite Belt by locating the cellar door 
within minutes of Brisbane City, at Mount 
Cotton. This substantial operation is more 

Above: Sirromet cellar door & restaurant.
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