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FOOD & WINE

SIXTEEN years ago vigneron Rod 
Kempe thought he was taking over a 
vineyard. He soon discovered he had 
signed on also for a unique course in 

philosophy. 
“I remember when I took over here,” Kem-

pe says. “Max’s son, Stephen Lake said to 
me, ‘you already know more about making 
wine than I will ever know. I can’t teach you 
anything about that. What you need to learn 
is the philosophy of Lake’s Folly’.”

Rod Kempe has been growing wine at 
Lake’s Folly for the past 16 years. 

“I remember walking away and thinking, 
‘what a load of rubbish ... what the hell 
does philosophy have to do with making 
wine? I soon learned,” Rod continues, “that 
philosophy has got an awful lot to do with 
making wine.”

Dr Max Lake was Australia’s leading hand 
surgeon and a passionate wine man. One 
night at the start of the 1960s, Lake was 
drinking with friends in Sydney and opened 
a bottle of 1930 Dalwood Hunter River 
Cabernet. It had been  grown, made, and 
bottled less than three hours up the road, on 
the banks of the Hunter River.

As the story goes, it was the beguiling 
scent of blackcurrants and brambled earth, 
the delicate blend of raisin’d blueberries, 
dark olives, and crushed pepper, and a 
texture, like drinking black satin, that ignited 
Max’s senses and provoked him to exclaim:  
“I’m going to the Hunter Valley to buy a 
parcel of land and make a wine like this!”

Soon, Lake visited a vacant property, 
opposite Mount Pleasant’s Rosehill Vine-
yard, which was called Chick’s Hill at the 
time and was owned by the Tyrrell family. 
No grape vines had yet been planted on its 
southeast-facing slope. No vine roots had 
yet penetrated its heavy volcanic clay and 
limestone underlay. The sandy alluvial soils 
down on the flats, beside the creek, had only 
ever nourished native grasses, orchard trees, 
and a few head of cattle. 

Some holes were dug and, on the advice 
of a few locals, Lake took a punt and bought 
63 acres for £42 an acre in 1963. He then set 
about planting cabernet on his new land.

“As soon as the locals found out he was 
planting cabernet grapevines they all 
laughed and told him he was mad,” recalls 
Kempe. “They said ‘have you heard about 
this bloody Pitt Street Farmer coming up 
here from Sydney to plant cabernet? He’s 
got no idea, he’s a bloody doctor, and he’s 
planting cabernet in the Hunter Valley ... 
what a fool!”

Well, said Lake, “If I’m a fool, then this is 
my folly.”

Regardless of whether it was luck or 
intuition, Lake’s folly proved to be a wise 
decision. Not only are the wines served in 
some of Australia’s best two- and three-hat-
ted restaurants, including Quay and Aria in 
Sydney, the wines have become one of the 
most collected in Australia. The chardonnay, 
for example, typically sells out within eight 
weeks of release, which is why you’re likely 
to see the SOLD OUT sign hanging from the 
front gate for three to five months of the year.

 Rod believes that it’s the philosophy of 

Lake’s Folly that has enabled the wines to 
reach such treasured heights.

“If you look at some of the great wines 
of the world,” says Kempe, “they grow and 
make everything on the estate with an un-
compromising approach. Everything we do 
comes from this place. Everything is grown, 
made, and bottled at Lake’s Folly.”

It’s the vision most people have whenever 
their thoughts turn to wine; rolling hills lined 
with neat rows of verdant green vines, the 
muddy boots of a vigneron treading lightly 
between the rows, picking berries, tasting 
them to test whether they’re ripe enough yet 
to harvest.

“This is what’s in a wine drinker’s mind 
when they think about how wine is made,” 

says Kempe. 
“Sixty-three acres, everything grown out 

there, made in here, everything done by 
hand. That’s what aligns with people’s no-
tions of wine, and that’s what makes Lake’s 
Folly so special.”

In the 50 years since Max Lake first tasted 
that captivating bottle of Dalwood cabernet, 
the Hunter Valley has become a world-re-
nowned wine region, capable of producing 
world-class wines that are drunk alongside 
some of the finest food in the world.

However, in that time, the wine world has 
changed - a lot. People’s tastes and expecta-
tions for wine have also changed. Winemak-
ing in Australia has become big business, 
and that’s not necessarily a good thing.

The 1990s was boom time for Australian 
wine. The wine industry, which for a long 
time had struggled to get people to drink 
its product, had, all of a sudden, gone from 
a domestically focused cottage industry to 
one of the largest producers and exporters 
of wine in the world. Billion-dollar export 
targets were reached and eclipsed in years, 
rather than decades. Thanks to some major 
advances in technology, vast swathes 
of vineyard were planted right across 
south-eastern

Australia, and wine could now be pro-
duced with great consistency, achieving the 
same quality and standard each and every 
year, which made the concept of a ‘vintage’ 
all but redundant. Wine drinkers could now 
buy fruit-forward and technically faultless 
wines at a cost that would hardly make a 
dent in the hip pocket. Not that this should 
be viewed as a bad thing. Accessing good 
wine at decent prices is always warranted.

On the other hand, the problem with the 
big business model is commoditisation, and 
with commoditisation comes homogenised 
consistency, which is fine if you’re making 

LOVABLE FOOL
The light-bulb moment over a glass of cabernet more 
than 50 years ago led to the creation of a great Hunter 
winery.
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CUSTODIAN: Vigneron Rod Kempe is adding 
more chapters to the Lake Folly success 
story.  Picture: Daniel Honan

CHERISHED LAND: Lake's Folly vineyard, Hunter 
Valley, NSW, Australia.
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“Respect for our predecessors and 
everything that underlines what we get to do 
here, every day.”

Perhaps, it might be fair to say that it’s a 
folly for anyone trying to make wine in the 
Hunter Valley. It’s not the most reliable place 
in the world to grow grapes to make wine.

“One thing that frustrates me to no end, 
here in the Hunter Valley, is that you can put 
so much thought, so much consideration, so 
much time, money, and effort into growing a 
crop, and then Mother Nature can just wreck 
it all at the last minute,” Kempe says.

Yet, out of this frustration comes a pleas-
ant paradox that is unique to the Hunter 
Valley. For most vintages, the sub-tropical 
climate of the region, during the growing 
season, means hot days followed by warm 
nights which accelerates the ripening 
process and results in a wine that is light to 
medium bodied, lower in alcohol, and has 
the ability to age for decades.

“The Hunter has always had a distinct 
style that is lighter and more medium-bod-
ied than other regions, and we should be 
proud of that,” says Kempe.

But Kempe cautions against the unla-

belled blending of wines grown in the Hunt-
er Valley with wines from other regions, just 
for the sake of colour or flavour, or fashion.

 “I think we need to be careful as a region, 
because we risk throwing out the baby with 
the bathwater, just because we’re not flavour 
of the month,” says Kempe. 

“We can make world-class wines here. 
We need to be true to our Hunter identity, 
and be proud and more parochial about 
why we’re here and continue to do what we 
do best in the Hunter; otherwise we might 
as well just open up a whole lot of bottle 
shops instead.”

Having said that, Lake’s Folly has dabbled 
with a regional blend before, making a few 
hundred cases of a wine called ‘3 Estates’, 
with fruit from vineyards in Margaret River 
and Perth Hills, and then combined with 50 
per cent of the famous Lake’s Folly cabernet.

“Lake’s Folly’s owner Peter Fogarty owns 
some amazing vineyards in WA,” explains 
Kempe, “and the concept of making a wine 
that reflected the best parcels of fruit from 
his family’s three estates was an exciting 
idea, but in no way did we, or, will we ever 
compromise the way our traditional caber-

nets wine is made. That will always remain 
unchanged.” 

It’s this unchanging, uncompromising 
approach that endears the wines of Lake’s 
Folly to so many wine lovers in Australia and 
around the world. Aside from the inevitable 
vintage variation from year to year, the wines 
of Lake’s Folly have, essentially, remained 
unchanged for the past 50 years.

“The beautiful thing about Lake’s Folly 
and our philosophy is that it’s real,” says 
Kempe. 

“When people say to us, ‘we’re saving 
this bottle for our anniversary’ or some 
other special occasion, I can’t tell you how 
proud that makes me feel, because there’s a 
special-ness to it, and none of that has been 
lost in the last 16 years since I started, or the 
last 50 since those first vines were planted.”

Max Lake’s foolish determination to 
replicate that Dalwood moment for himself, 
all those years ago has, no doubt, been 
duplicated many times for many more wine 
lovers thanks to the philosophy that endures 
courtesy of Rod Kempe, the custodian of 
Lake’s and the Hunter Valley’s most fa-
mous folly.

 ‘‘I think we need to be 
careful as a region, 
because we risk throwing 
out the baby with the 
bathwater, just because 
we’re not flavour of the 
month.
 We can make world-class 
wines here. 
We need to be true to our 
Hunter identity, and be 
proud and more parochial 
about why we’re here and 
continue to do what we do 
best. 
Lake's Folly winemaker Rod Kempe

KEEPING IT REAL: In a nod to respected 
traditions, everything that goes into a bottle of 
Lake's Folly wine is grown, made, and bottled at 
the estate. 


