By Lilian Carter, Winemaker, Symphonia Wines, King Valley, Victoria

Saperavi - a fascinating standalone
wine and a great blender

C: ymphonia Wines’ founder Peter

». Read became interested in Saperavi
. around 1994 when the variety
showed up very favourably in wine trials
conducted over a few years by Brown
Brothers.

In the early 1990s, most growers
and winemakers were focusing only on
the so-called classic varieties. These
varieties came from areas in France
and Portugal where the British had a
strong trading relationship. There was
practically no interest in what we now
know as alternative varieties from other
European regions.

At the time, Read felt there would be
varieties from these countries that would
suit the King Valley. He subsequently
set about exploring those regions that
appeared to have climates similar to
that of the King Valley. He visited most
of the climatically similar areas of
Western Europe, but unfortunately was
unable to visit the equivalent Eastern
European regions. However, his desk
work suggested that the Kakheti region
of Georgia was climatically similar to the
growing season in the King Valley.

As the best Saperavi wine came from
this part of Georgia, Read added it to his
wish list. It is also worth noting Saperavi
is the most widely planted red variety in
the former USSR countries where it has a
number of uses.

Peter Read sourced the Saperavi
planting material for his Symphonia
vineyard at Myrree from Mark Walpole's
Whorouly vineyard in north-east Victoria,

The majority of the Saperavi vines in the Symphonia vineyard, at Myrree
in Victoria’s King Valley, were top grafted from Cabernet Sauvignon on
Schwarzmann rootstock nearly 20 years ago.

from where Brown Brothers had largely
sourced the grapes for its trials. Saperavi
was one of some 60 varieties Walpole had
established during 1989 and 1990 as part
of his ‘variety collection’. He recalls using
Jancis Robinson’s book Vines, Grapes
and Wines’ as his guide on what to plant,
noting the varieties she said were high
quality or had quality potential and

may work in his area. He subsequently
sourced his cutting material from the
CSIRO.

“On my place where the Saperavi
vines are on own roots, it is a pathetic
vine with extremely low vigour and short
shoots if not pruned heavily. The act of
grafting seems to invigorate it in every
circumstance,” Walpole notes.

CULTURE

The Symphonia vineyard, now owned
by Peter and Suzanne Evans, has a warm
temperate climate of 1500 to 1600 degree-
days with the hillside vineyard performing
best. The majority of the Saperavi
vines were top grafted from Cabernet
Sauvignon on Schwarzmann rootstock
nearly 20 years ago in 1995.

The vines are on well-drained red
duplex soil which can lead to vigorous
canopies in wetter seasons, and large
bunches, particularly on spur-pruned
vines. This has necessitated both bunch
thinning and bunch reduction in those
wetter seasons. Although individual
bunches can be large, they are always
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