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[title] Meet the passionate people who call the Yarra Valley home

[standfirst] From winemakers to art curators – these artisans are blazing their own trail in Victoria’s Yarra Valley. 

More than a great Australian wine region, the Yarra Valley is home to award-winning restaurants, art galleries and distilleries, and an abundance of top-quality produce that grows in its rich and fertile soils.

Due to the Yarra Valley’s proximity to Melbourne (the region is only 50km, or an hour’s drive from the city centre) the Yarra Valley also attracts its share of innovative producers – whether they’re homegrown heroes or experts who spent years honing their skills across the world before setting their sights on one of the world’s premier cool-climate wine regions.

These trailblazers live and breathe the Yarra Valley and they love nothing more than sharing their bounty with visitors. 

The chefs: Jo Barrett and Matt Stone, Oakridge Wines 

As co-executive chefs of one of the Yarra Valley’s most lauded restaurants, Jo Barrett and Matt Stone spend almost as much time tending their 120m2 of kitchen garden as they do at the stove. With so many projects on the boil, they don’t attempt to grow every ingredient they use: “for us, embracing the community means working with local farms, too,” says Stone. 

The pair have been at the helm of the winery’s restaurant since 2015 and aim to highlight local producers throughout their modern menu. “We work with small farmers and producers in the valley as well as growing a lot of our own food. We cook what I like to call ‘Yarra Valley cuisine’. If it’s not from the area, we’re not cooking with it, except for Australian marine ingredients as I see them as an important part of the Australian culinary scene.” They’re currently turning milk from micro-producer Little Yarra Dairy into cheese and pork fed on spent grains from Four Pillars Gin into chorizo. 

Barrett says it’s easy to forget that running her multi-award-winning restaurant (Time Out Melbourne Restaurant of the Year 2019; Australia’s Hottest Regional Restaurant 2016, The Australian) is technically work. “It’s a pleasure to spend whole days in the region, to see the weather and the seasons change – everyone’s really connected to the land.”

The curator: Anthony Fitzpatrick, TarraWarra Art Museum 

In his eight-year-tenure as a curator at the TarraWarra Museum of Art, which shares its locale with the award-winning TarraWarra Estate winery, Anthony Fitzpatrick has seen the Yarra Valley art community go from strength to strength. 

“In many ways, a lot of the aspects that drew us to move here were already present: the natural beauty, the wildlife, the food and wine industry… but I feel like [the Yarra Valley] is a real destination for all sorts of activities now,” says Fitzpatrick. 

He cites the recent refurbishment of the Healesville Memorial Hall into The Memo, a community art centre complete with theatre and gallery space, and the new YAVA Gallery & Arts Hub as a sign that the Yarra Valley’s creative community is thriving. 

The TarraWarra Museum of Art is a major cultural destination for visitors to the Yarra Valley and one of Fitzpatrick’s favourite things about his role as curator is that no two days are the same. On any given day, he could be working with contemporary Australian artists to plan future exhibitions or touring the grounds with guests at the opening of a new show.

“There’s real joy in presenting the work. When people come to see our exhibitions they engage with the art and the landscape. 

“We like to get people to think about the Yarra Valley differently than when they arrived.” 

The distiller: Cameron Mackenzie, Four Pillars Gin 

For Four Pillars distiller and co-founder Cameron Mackenzie, the perfect day involves ducking out of work early for a spot of trout fishing in the upper Yarra River, or maybe a walk through the countryside with his three young daughters.

Given that his Healesville distillery, cellar door and tasting room is in the centre of the region he certainly has easy access to all it has to offer. “There’s never a dull moment,” says Mackenzie, of the country town he calls home, “even though it’s a nice quiet place to live there’s always something going on.”

Mackenzie was in the wine industry before he switched to gin, spending 10 years at Punt Road Wines and Giant Steps in various roles. He woke up one day and realised he’d moved too far away from what he really loved – working with his hands – so in 2014 he established the Four Pillars brand with a couple of gin-loving mates.

Fast forward to 2019 and his gins have won a host of international awards, including Best International Navy Strength Gin at the American Distilling Industry Awards in 2019 and many gold medals at the Hong Kong, San Francisco and New York World Spirits Competitions. 

He’s looking forward to growing his on-site offering next year. “We were really lucky to take on the site next door and we’re going to expand the offering too, with more of a cocktail and bar focus – we love to serve gin as opposed to just tasting it!”

The mushroom farmer: John Ford, John’s King Oyster Mushroom 

Young mushroom farmer John Ford has an enviable commute: every day he travels 15 minutes from the Dandenong Ranges to Monbulk, along winding roads shaded by fern trees and giant mountain ashes. 

Once in Monbulk, Ford pretends it is autumn all year round for the benefit of his gourmet mushrooms, which are sought after by high-end Victorian restaurants – the list of lucky customers includes Oakridge Wines, TarraWarra Estate, Ezard at Levantine Hill and Mac Forbes’ Graceburn Wine Room.  

“I create micro-climates within micro-climates,” he says of the shipping containers where he grows rare and gourmet mushrooms. His current range includes four varieties of oyster mushroom (pink, yellow, blue and king) plus the lion’s mane, which he says looks more like a pom-pom than a mushroom, and rare varieties like coral tooth and nameko.

Ford, who holds a PhD in marine biology, is on his one-man farm every day, making sure the mushrooms are harvested at exactly the right moment. “I have to be with my mushrooms pretty much all the time”, he says, “but I really enjoy it.” 

The winemaker: Sandra de Pury, Yeringberg 

Fourth-generation winemaker Sandra de Pury grew up among the cabernet sauvignon vines of her family’s winery and farm in Coldstream before embarking on an international career, which involved working as a chef in Hong Kong and a stint at the University of Chicago. 

“I definitely feel that I belong in the Yarra Valley,” says de Pury, who lives on the Yeringberg property with her family. “It’s not only a winery, it’s a farm as well – my brother looks after our sheep and cattle and I look after the wine.”

Yerringberg wines are made from grapes grown on the nine-acre estate and its Bordeaux-style cabernet blend is rated Outstanding in Langton’s Classification of Australian Wine VII. “Everything is made with quality in mind, not to a price point. It’s all hand-picked, and very much handmade in an elegant, understated style,” she says. 

“The Yarra Valley is different from other wine regions in Australia. It’s green for 10 months of the year and it’s diverse: from fruit to wine to strawberries to flowers, almost anything can be grown here. 

“It’s a patchwork of all different activities, which makes it a really interesting place to live.”

[CTA]
The Yarra Valley in Victoria is a world-class premium wine destination, located on the doorstep of Melbourne. Easily accessible from the city, the Yarra Valley is home to innovative wineries, restaurants, distilleries, breweries and food producers. To find out more about going to the Yarra Valley, visit www.wineyarravalley.com.au

· Be sure to always enjoy Victoria’s wine regions safely with a designated driver. 
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