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What to do with you, Australia? You gave us so 
many bottles of  seven dollar grocery store plonk 
while simultaneously charging astronomically high 
prices for your best wines (google Hill of  Grace) and 
you wonder why Americans haven't fully embraced 
you. On the other hand….If  we had a dollar for 
every time we’ve heard an Australian tourist say 
“Where are all your Australian wines? Oh that? 
Yeah, that’s ok, but we have way better wines in 
Australia” Hmm; we’re noticing a trend that needs 
to be broken!  
	 Those of  you who have been with the Cellar 
Wine Club for a while know that we’re up for a 
challenge. We visited the Barossa and Eden Valleys 
last year with 
wines from the 
v e n e r a b l e 
Yalumba estate, 
and now we’re 
looking south to 
McLaren Vale to 
explore another 
region of  South 
A u s t r a l i a . 
McLaren Vale is 
very warm and 
i s s o m e t i m e s 
likened to Paso Robles in California for its warm 
climate and approachable prices, and laid-back feel. 
Chapel Hill viticulturist Rachel Steer strives to show 
the characteristics of  a particular vineyard and the 
personality of  a varietal. Her skill is obvious in the 
finished product. All wines are fermented in open 
top fermenters with native yeast and are never fined 
or filtered. This type of  wine making doesn't allow 
for a lot of  error, but makes a much more 
interesting, and dare we say (yep, we do dare say) 
soul satisfying wine experience.  
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With an early, but warm growing season, 2015 in the Vale 
was marked by dense wines with lots of  dark, spicy fruit, but 
good structure.  The Parson Shiraz 2015 is Chapel Hill’s 
introduction to McLaren Vale, but is not a wine that cuts 
corners. Winemakers Michael Fragos and Bryan Richards 
believe in a low intervention style of  winemaking and 
ferment all of  their wines in open fermenters with native 
yeasts. The wines are gently aged in neutral barrels (this 
particular wine for a year) and are never filtered or fined. 
Drink this with blue cheese hamburgers, BBQ chicken pizza, 
dry rubbed ribs…it’s also the perfect bottle to pop when you 
just want a good glass of  red wine! Drink now-ish 

With a growing season marked by a cool start, an intense 
heat spike in February and period of  rain to refresh the 
vines, 2014 arrived at much the same place as 2015 in a 
much different way. The Parson Cabernet 2014 spent 14 
months in neutral French oak hogshead barrels and is super 
expressive with notes of  black licorice and brambly berry 
fruit. The wine also has exceptionally smooth, but noticeable  
tannins and will pair well with almost any style of  meat you 
want to throw at it! You can age this for a few years if  you 
like, but we say drink it now!

Chapel Hill’s flagship wine exemplifies what McLaren Vale 
does so well; powerful, expressive Shiraz with deep, earthy, 
animalistic undertones and high notes of  fresh berries and 
spice. There’s simply nothing not to love about this wine! 
For the Chapel Hill Shiraz 2012, vineyard parcels were 
fermented separately, gently basket pressed and aged for 22 
months in a mixture of  French oak hogsheads (20% new… 
and to be exact, 2% American oak was used). Though this 
wine, like all Chapel Hill wines, was not filtered or fined, 
the barrels were periodically racked which results in wines 
with softer, more integrated tannins. This wine is 
deceptively delicious now, but has beautiful, well integrated 
structure that will allow it to age gracefully.  
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Meanwhile in France, the popular size that emerged and eventually 
took over the wine world was the barrique or Bordeaux barrel which 
holds approx. 58 gallons (for nerdy nerds, one barrique equals approx. 
25 cases of  wine). Though the barrique is a convenient size and has a 
good wood to liquid ratio for winemaking, many winemakers prefer to 
use hogshead barrels, popular in colonial times, which take the same 

amount of  storage space, 
but hold more wine. 
H o g s h e a d s a r e t h e 
barrels preferred by 
Chapel Hill and they 
tend to use a mix of  a 
little bit of  new with a lot 
of  old to impart some 
oak flavor, but in a subtle 
and harmonious way.  

The use of  oak continues to evolve in winemaking even as we come 
off  a 20 year oak bender, propagated by certain critics in the 90s. The 
hangover is intense, but the industry is slowly coming back around to 
something modern, but with a nod to winemaking of  the past. Before 
the 1950s, aging wine in new oak was not even something winemakers 
experimented with… the phenomena is that recent!  While it is true 
that great wines are made using new oak, it is equally true that great 
wine is, and can be made without it. But, it does take patience and 
knowledge, both of  which are in short supply in modern winemaking.  

FUN AS A TUN OF A BARREL OF MONKEYS!

Today kids, we’re going to learn a little something about 
barrels! The first written record of  wood barrels is for a 
palm wine shipment to Babylonia in the 5th century BC. 
However, Asian and Mediterranean woods did not bend 
easily, so clay amphorae was the wine storage vessel of  
choice until the Romans met the Gauls hundreds of  years 
later (that sounds so nice… Mr. Roman, meet Mr. Gaul… 
yeah it wasn't like that, but we digress). The Gauls had a 
long history of  ironwork and woodwork and made barrels 
from northern European trees for the transport of  beer. 
All of  this storing libations in barrels led to the discovery 
that certain types of  oak added something good to wine 
and also the discovery that certain types did not work as 
well. The prolific Pliny the Elder mentions in a first 
century BC text that “wine must not be stored in yew 
barrels lest it turn poisonous.” Well Pliny, thank you for 
that! 

Fast forward to the colonization of  the Americas where 
barrels were used for the transport of  most goods to the 
New World. They were such an important part of  life and 
commerce that sizes were standardized, starting with the 
tun barrel which was 256 gallons and held approx. 2000  
lbs. of  water (giving rise to the modern ton). The barrels 
went down in half  sizes all the way to the firkin, which is 
popular today in its use as a small beer aging vessel.

Common colonial barrel sizes are still used today, though 
the 32 gallon “barrel” has fallen out of  fashion

The family 
and team at 
Chapel Hill 
with their 
ridiculously 
cute winery 
dog!
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