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WAYNE STEHBENS. 

35 years of winemaking at Katnook Estate, Coonawarra 

1979-2013. 
 

 
 

In 2013, winemaker Wayne Stehbens completed his 35th vintage at Katnook Estate – where he 

started out as a young winemaker in 1979.  This makes Wayne one of, if not the longest serving 

employed winemaker in Australia.   

 

In October this year, Wayne will release his 30th vintage of Katnook Estate Cabernet Sauvignon – 

the 2011 vintage.  The first vintage was in 1980, which went on to win two gold medals at the 
1982 Canberra and Perth Wine Shows. 

 

We asked to Wayne about his time at Katnook Estate – join us in reflecting on the special and 

more challenging times… 

Wayne, you were Katnook Estate’s first winemaker – how did that come about? 

I was in the middle of the 1979 vintage at Denman Estate in the Upper Hunter, working with 

Oenotech when I received a call from my father, Ray, who was working as General Manager for 

the Katnook Vineyards in Coonawarra.  Dad had planted vines in 1968 and over the years the 

grapes had been sold under various contracts.  An oversupply in the late 1970’s provided an 

opportunity for the company to commence wine production.  
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They needed a hand installing production facilities at the historic Katnook Woolshed as their part 

time winemaker Ken Ward (Ex Wynn’s) had injured himself.   We got all the equipment in place 

and the crusher revved up to start harvest in 1979.     

 

In 1978, I worked two vintages, one at Leeton in NSW and the other in Coonawarra.  So by the 

end of 1979, I had worked 4 vintages in 2 years with intensions of going back to Uni to finish my 

degree in Winemaking.   Ken was still contract and doing part time but I’d pretty much taken over 

and was appointed winemaker later in 1979. 

 

Take us through your decades at Katnook… 

The first vintage 1979 was exciting in that it was warm, relatively dry and we predominantly 

crushed white grapes because then owner Peter Yunghanns recognised that while Coonawarra 

was great for red, people were moving towards whites.  You could say he anticipated the market 

and in 1972-3 planted Riesling.   Then in 1977 he planted Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc and 

more Riesling.  At one stage he was one of the biggest Chardonnay growers in Australia as he had 

that foresight of where the market was heading.  It was pretty exciting to be able to work with a 

range of varieties from the one region.  The first crop in 1980 of Sauvignon Blanc meant we were 

one of the first to do a 100% Sauvignon Blanc in Australia.     

 

The 1980s was the decade of exploring fruit flavours and getting to know vineyard sites in 

Coonawarra.  We really were making wines as fruity as possible back then – picking them late and 

ripe.  Gold medals were going to overripe, over oaked white wines, but towards the late 80s, lean, 

herbaceous Cabernet Sauvignons became the norm.   

 

By the 1990s, winemaking became more sophisticated, using less oak in whites and more in reds.  

The wines were becoming better balanced.  On top of that, Australia was more highly recognised 

for reds internationally. The international market had opened up so well for Australia, so we were 

looking at distributors in the UK and other markets, which added to the excitement of that time.   

 

The 2000s were marked with the launch of our entry point Katnook Founder’s Block range of 

wines and overall there was with more investment in our brand, with Freixenet completing their 
purchase in 2008.   Our challenges now are just as exciting as they were back in the 1980s. Today 

we continue to see solid investment in the vineyards and  in our heritage through restoring the 

old Katnook buildings – these are the new developments that keep me committed to this 

winemaking journey. 

 

What would you say was your most memorable winemaking moment? 

I will never forget walking into the old Katnook Woolshed in 1980 with the  white and red 

ferments in full swing.  Amongst the largely Riesling ferments, one particular aroma really stood 

out.  It was one small vessel of our first crop Sauvignon Blanc and was such a revelation as it was 

so distinctive, strong and powerful.   This wine became one of Australia’s first straight Sauvignon 

Blancs – the  1980 Katnook Estate Sauvignon Blanc and I still remember  the amazing aromas of 

those fermenting grapes.  It was a sensory first for me – it was then that I knew I’d made the right 

decision to become a winemaker. 

 

From an awards view point, it was a great thrill to win the Jimmy Watson trophy in both  1987 

and 1998.  International trophies like Best Australian Red and the Frescobaldi Trophy for Best 

Vintage Red Wine ( at the 2003 UK International Wine & Spirit Competition for the 1998 

Odyssey) and more recently,  trophies for  Odyssey 2008 in Hong Kong International Wine 

Competition  2011 and Odyssey 2009 International Wine Challenge 2013 are  particularly 

satisfying. 
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The inevitable question – which was your favourite vintage? 

That would have to be 1980 – not only was it my first vintage as winemaker, it was also a great 

vintage climatically. 

 

 We were awarded our first gold medals and trophy for the 1980 vintage Riesling – and we are 

still drinking some 1980s which have aged beautifully.  It was in 1980 that I become aware of the 

unique flavours of Coonawarra.   

 

And your most challenging vintage? 

From the highs of the previous three vintages, I came down to earth with a thud with the 1983 

vintage.  It was  a super reality check - wet, miserable, very similar to 2011.    It was also the year 

of the devastating  bushfires which came within 10km  of Coonawarra.  Best forgotten. 

 

 

Which career would you have pursued if you weren’t a winemaker? 

Before wine, I had tried a variety of  different jobs and  had settled on the building industry as a 

potential career. I liked the idea of building structures that would be around for a long time.  

 

Winemakers host a lot of promotions around the world and you certainly clock up some 
miles in this regards.  Which was your favourite promotion? 

 

In 2007, Katnook Estate looked at a wide range of world class Merlots at an event called “Merlot 

Mastery.”  It was fantastic, not just for Katnook but for the variety.   I co-hosted the tasting with 

Matthew Jukes, James Halliday and Jacques Lurton and we had some great Australian winemakers 

in attendance too, such as Jim Irvine.  We’ve always made a full bodied Merlot style and to see it in 

this context was very satisfying. 

 

When was your greatest challenge as a winemaker in your 35 years at the helm? 

The greatest challenge is probably now with the exchange rate.  As a mature winemaking country, 

the exchange rate is against us and this comes at a time that consumers are looking for something 

new.  So when it comes to investment there are a lot of questions and not a lot of answers.  We 

are trying to second guess the consumers , as well as the exchange rates- these are major 

challenges.  Another of course is the best route to market.  How do we get to our consumers and 

maintain profitability? 

 

What is it about Coonawarra that keeps you there? 

Coonawarra is now very much my home as a second generation grapegrower here.  Once our 

children started school ( Wayne’s wife Michelle manages Katnook’s Cellar Door),  we decided this 
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was a great area to raise a family.  Coincidentally, we were producing many varieties and had won a few 

prestigious international wine trophies.  Katnook was emerging as a key player in the 1980s, especially with 

Sauvignon Blanc.  The whole package was coming together.  Then we started to export – so my work and 

family threw me some exciting times.   There are still challenges today and my heart is still firmly in 

Coonawarra.   

 

This year you also celebrate 30 years of Katnook Estate Cabernet Sauvignon.  What is it about 

Coonawarra that is so conducive to great Cabernet? 

No surprises here – without question, it is the combination of the famous terra rossa soil and 

Coonawarra’s cool climate which hand up great Cabernet fruit in the vineyard. The relatively shallow terra 

rossa over limestone contains vigour, which enhances physiological ripeness, giving us great typicity and 

regionality.  The climate plays its part in giving us nice, dry  sunny days and cool nights from veraison to 

maturity.  We are very lucky here. 

 

What is your outlook for Coonawarra wine region?   

Coonawarra will always maintain a key place for premium wines in Australia. We have to meet the same 

challenges that all of Australia faces and notwithstanding the competition from other countries, it is about 

dealing with the high exchange rate and Mother Nature.  We are seeing greater weather extremes now 

that I haven’t personally seen in my lifetime. 

 

If you were able to make wine anywhere else in the world other than Coonawarra, where would it 

be?  

My ideal place is not a specific country but rather in my imagination.  The site would have Terra Rosa soils 

over limestone or ancient gravels.  Our house would overlook a small vineyard, with gentle undulations 

down to a pristine beach.  The small winery would overlook a river, which is a natural border on the 

property. Of course the climate would be similar to Coonawarra, but definitely warmer in winter! 

 

You have a passion for certain cars, tell us about that? 

As long as it goes fast, I have a passion  for it.   When I started with Katnook, I discovered an Australian 

sports car called a Bolwell Mark 8 Nagari.  What I loved about that was it had a V8 engine and was one of 

the fastest production cars in the world at the time they were released.  Even faster than a Ford GTHO.  

The Bolwell was quite before their time in terms of fibreglass bodies and chassis. 

   

So I bought one in 1979 and restored an original which I still have and enjoy driving.  I’m a member of the 

Bolwell Club of SA and members often come to Katnook to catch up.  I bought another Bolwell body and 

chassis (which needs restoring)  in 2006 so I must get around to building that.  I would love to spend more 

time on that.   

 

My other passion is water skiing.  When the lakes have water we ski locally or go up to the mighty Murray 

near Talem Bend. I also love tennis and used to play competitively by but now it’s a social hit now and then.  

Life is pretty good! 

 


