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Penfolds Grange is a powerful, rich and 
sometimes undervalued shiraz blend. 
by elin mcCoy

the thriller From  
Down Under

twenty black-tied collectors 
sampled historic vintages of Penfolds 
Grange, Australia’s most legendary red 
wine, as candlelight reflected off polished 
glasses in Baccarat’s Cristal Room in Mos-
cow. Winemaker Peter Gago was on hand 
to unveil Penfolds’s new $168,000 silver-
and-glass decorative ampoule filled with 
its fresh, opulent 2004 Kalimna Block 42 
Cabernet Sauvignon. But the real stars on 
this June evening were the old bottles of 
Grange, an intensely rich and powerful 
shiraz-cabernet blend. Gago served his 

favorite, the rare 1953, which sold initially 
for A$1.76 a bottle and can now be had in 
Australia for A$25,000 and up.

Grange (which was labeled as Grange 
Hermitage until 1989) is prized by afi-
cionados from Shanghai to San Fran-
cisco. Several vintages are on my list of 
the most-thrilling wines I’ve ever tasted, 
such as the smoky, licorice-and-mocha 
1986, which has a profound iron tang.

Globe-trotting Gago, 55, touched down 
in New York recently to bang the drum for 
the latest vintage, 2007. It was released in 
Australia at a price of A$625. In the U.S. in 
mid-August, it was selling for $360 and up, 
according to Winesearcher.com.

Penfolds makes other, less-expensive 
luxury wines that also perform well at 
auction. To find out whether Grange de-
serves top dollar, I compared the 2007 in 
a blind tasting with three other new Pen-
folds releases Gago was championing. 
(See above.) All were impressive, but the 
deep, seamless and wonderfully balanced 
Grange outshone the rest.

This icon doesn’t come from a special 
vineyard, as almost all of the world’s best 
reds do; it’s a multidistrict blend, predom-
inantly from the Barossa Valley. What’s 
also unusual for such a great wine is that 
its producer is part of a large company, 
Treasury Wine Estates Ltd., whose giant 
portfolio includes plonk brands, too. 

The initial vintage, 1951, was the brain-
child of Penfolds’s then-winemaker 
Max Schubert. After a trip to Bordeaux 
to snoop out the region’s secrets, he set 
about creating a rival Australian red aged 
in American oak that would last at least 
20 years.

Critics blasted early vintages. “It 
needed time to age,” says Andrew Cail-
lard of Australian auction house Lang-
ton’s. “It didn’t develop an international 
reputation until the 1980s.”

Older, ready-to-drink vintages of 
Grange, like the great 2004, often cost 
the same or even less than the current re-
lease, and compared with Bordeaux first 
growths such as Lafite and Petrus, they’re 
still undervalued. “When all the stars are 
aligned, I hope to make something better 
than the near-mythical ’53,” Gago says.

Elin McCoy is the drinks Columnist for 
bloomberg markets. the opinions expressed 
are her own. elinmCCoy@gmail.Com

PenFolDs PiCks
2007 grange ($360 to $725) intense and 
complex, with a long, long finish

2008 st. Henri shiraz ($75) exotic and velvety, 
with lush fruit. a bargain

2009 rWt shiraz ($150) heady, opulent,  
peppery and very concentrated

2009 bin 707 Cabernet sauvignon ($225) 
gorgeous and thick textured, with a long and 
chocolaty finish                                                  e.mc.

Peter gago, Penfolds’s 
chief winemaker
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