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THE ALTERNATE ROUTE
We’ve all heard about Australia’s big five — Shiraz, Cab Sauv, Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, and 

Riesling. These are the guys that are responsible for shaping our great wine industry; they are 
the highways that put us where we are on the map of wine business, representing Australia as 
a premium wine producer. These are often a solid choice when it comes to selecting a bottle to 

bring to a dinner party — but what if you want to take a road less travelled?
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D
o you ever find yourself in a situation 
when you’re driving somewhere and 
all of a sudden your GPS suggests an 
alternate route? Do you take it? The 
appeal is there — it can be faster, better, 

and possibly new. Discovering something new 
is what often brings us together and creates 
stories. Sometimes it ends up being a windy 
goat track up a side of a mountain, but I guess 
that’s part of the adventure.

I feel the same lately when looking at 
drinks menus at bars and restaurants. The 
alternatives jump out at you from the wine list, 
whispering ‘Try me, try me!’ I’m talking about 
the alternative grape varieties, of course, that 
are firmly edging their way onto wine menus 
around the country and into our hearts. 

So what would you call an alternative grape 
variety? It’s really anything that is rare, or 

UP TO TASTE!

appetite, I feel it’s important to understand the 
origins of these wines to know if the Australian 
alternative is worth bringing to your friend’s 
dinner table. So let’s look at a few in a bit more 
detail. 

Arneis 
Lovingly nicknamed ‘little rascal’ in the wine 
industry, arneis is a fun grape. Vibrant and 
fruitful, it can be a handful to cultivate, but when 
done right will produce extremely flavoursome 
and interesting wine. Originating from 
Piedmont, it likes cold nights, even in summer, 
and fog at the end of the season, which both help 
the grape to not over-ripen. For that, in Australia, 
I would suggest arneis from the Adelaide Hills, 
Yarra Valley, or Tasmania.

Gruner Veltliner
Originating from the mountain regions in 
Austria and the Czech Republic, Gruner Veltliner 
likes rocky well-drained soil and doesn’t like too 
much heat during the day. That’s why it’s often 
planted on a slope and at higher altitudes. In 
Australia, I’d look at regions like Tumabrumba, 
Orange, Canberra’s wine region, and the 
Adelaide Hills.

Tempranillo
Quickly becoming a crowd favourite, this juicy 
alternative grape variety from Rioja in Spain 
loves hot and dry climate. In Australia, it does 
well in regions such as King Valley, Heathcote, 
Beechworth, Margaret River, Barossa, and 
McLaren Vale.

Nero d’Avola
Landing in Australia in 1998, Nero d’Avola is 
one of the latest arrivals to the offshore Italian 
family reunion. This one comes from Sicily, so it 
thrives in hot, dry conditions. It’s not yet readily 
available in many Australian regions, but it’s well 
worth the hunt. I’d stay on the lookout for Nero 
from Riverland and flat areas of the Adelaide 
Hills.

Sangiovese
Originating from Tuscany, sangiovese likes 
the heat — but with lots of water thrown in 

for balance. It prefers a coastal climate, 
although can do well inland with good 
irrigation or consistent rainfall throughout 
summer. In Australia, I suggest sangiovese 
from McLaren Vale, King Valley, Margaret 
River or the Great Southern wine region. 

Nebbiolo
Another Italian expat, Nebbiolo is a fussy 
elitist. It is generally the first grape to 
wake up in spring, meaning it can be most 
susceptible to frost, and it doesn’t like the 
heat or any sudden changes in temperature. 
It takes a long time to ripen and is often the 
last grape to come off the vines at the end of 
the season. It likes to be planted on slopes 
and does well with foggy mornings, which 
help smooth out the ripening. Originating 
from Piedmont in Italy, Nebbiolo is suited to 
the slopes in Australian regions like Yarra 
Valley, McLaren Vale, and Heathcote. 
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2020 FIRST DROP ‘VIVO’ ARNEIS, 
ADELAIDE HILLS — $28
Fragrant and zesty, this beautiful straw yellow 
wine is oh-so-inviting. But do not be fooled 
into thinking that this is a simple wine. Yes, it 
has plenty of fruit by way of nashi pears, 
apricots, lime, and peach, but it has other 
layers too. It is medium bodied so carries a bit 
of weight on the palate, has an oily texture, 
and it finishes nutty with notes of almonds 
and nutmeg.

2019 NICK SPENCER WINES GRUNER 
VELTLINER, TUMBARUMBA — $35
Joyful and fruity, this wine presents plenty of 
stone fruits, lime, and spices on the nose. Its 
linear acidity serves as a strong backbone and 
gives this wine a lasting texture. Gruner 
Veltliner is a great pairing for Vietnamese 
dishes, fish and chips or a flavourful goat 
cheese.

2019 MATRIARCH AND ROGUE NERO 
D’AVOLA, RIVERLAND — $22 
Bright red and inviting, for me this wine is love 
at first sight. The nose is filled with notes of 
plum and hints of soy and eucalyptus. On the 
palate, intense red fruits are left, right and 
center but they are kept in shape by dusty 
tannins.

2017 PIZZINI ‘PIETRA ROSSA’ 
SANGIOVESE KING VALLEY — $28
Pizzini must be one of the best wineries to 
visit, if you want to explore alternatives - I 
don’t think I’ve seen a range to match on 
anyone else's tasting menus. Crimson red in 
colour, the Pietra Rossa is full of freshly 
picked juicy cherries, raspberries, and hints of 
dried Italian herbs on the nose. The palate is 
rich with mouth-watering fruit, fine tannins, 
and a long finish.

2020 TAR AND ROSES TEMPRANILLO 
HEATHCOTE — $27
Pomegranate and dark chocolate anyone? It’s 
young, but this maroon goodness is soft and 
has an amazing structure. The nose adds 
depth with plenty of raspberries, raisins, and 
hints of mediterranean spices. This wine is a 
perfect pairing to a hearty Italian dish.

2017 TIMO MAYER NEBBIOLO, YARRA 
VALLEY — $55
Brick red with a hint of orange, this wine is 
attractive before you even taste. Tar and roses 
on the nose highlight the inviting but prickly 
nature of Nebbiolo. This is a big wine with 
gentle fruit, rose petals, bitey tannins, and a 
very lasting finish. 

uncommon — varieties that are grown for small 
batch production and varieties we, as a wine-
producing country, don't grow a lot of. 

Funnily enough, many of the varieties 
considered ‘alternatives’ in Australia actually 
come from Italy, and are core varieties for 
some of the Italian regions. This might have 
something to do with the fact that wine regions 
in Australia and Italy have similar attributes, 
with some being declared homoclimes. This, 
combined with the great diversity of grape 
varieties grown in Italy, makes Italian wines 
a great resource for inspiration to Australian 
winemakers.

While there’s certainly a lot of novelty 
around producing small parcels of ‘something 
special’ and our growers and winemakers 
are quickly finding their way with alternative 
varieties to feed the ever-changing consumer 


