
Wine and roses
Bec Hardy and Richard Dolan continue a long family winemaking 
tradition at their home in South Australia’s McLaren Vale region.
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B
ec Hardy and Richard Dolan candidly admit 
that they were a bit naïve when they bought the 
seven-acre (almost three-hectare) Tipsy Hill 
farm at Blewitt Springs in McLaren Vale. The 
viticulturalist and her financial planner husband 

blithely assumed they were well qualified to manage the four 
acres (1.6ha) of Cabernet Sauvignon vines and three acres 
(1.2ha) of gardens when they purchased the hilltop property 
with its sensational views of the Mount Lofty Ranges in 2016.

“Richard was actually overseas when I first inspected,” Bec 
recalls. “We had been looking for a while when I visited and 
fell instantly in love. Richard had only two stipulations for the 
property: views and an island kitchen. The views weren’t in 
contention as we have those in spades. The island was a bit of a 
stretch, but if you open both doors, it could almost be an island. 
We actually bought pretty quickly and found out soon after the 
size of the task we had taken on.”

Being born with the surname Hardy pretty much makes 
you a member of winemaking royalty in South Australia. Bec’s 
great-great-great-grandfather Thomas Hardy is credited as 
founding the state’s wine industry when he planted the first 
vines on the banks of the River Torrens in 1853. He expanded 
his interests to McLaren Vale in 1876 and there have been 
Hardys involved in the wine industry ever since. Bec’s father, 
Geoff Hardy, branched out establishing his own label in 1980, 

THESE PAGES: The interiors frame 
views of the surrounding gardens, 

which are magnificent in spring.
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her sister and brother both studied oenology and her other 
sister runs an equestrian clothing label. There’s also a good 
dollop of environmental awareness in Bec’s genes — her 
grandmother Dr Barbara Hardy AO was one of the founders 
of Nature Foundation SA, a landscape and wildlife-habitat 
conservation and protection organisation.

As a youngster, Bec’s love of the outdoors and gardening 
was encouraged when she was given her own plot in the home 
garden. “From about the age of 12, I had my own vegie patch,” 
she says. “It was surrounded by a box hedge, which I loved 
trimming. It’s turned out to be a bit of an omen as now I have 
40-something pieces of topiary to care for.”

Richard grew up in Doncaster in England’s southern 
Yorkshire, where his father ran a pub called the Corporation 
Taps. He worked in financial services in the UK and visited 
his sister and her family who had moved to Adelaide at every 
available opportunity. “Every time I came, I wondered why I’d 
bought a return ticket,” he recalls. “So eventually I moved here 
for good in 2001 and got a job with Elders.”

He and Bec met in Adelaide, when Bec had just returned from 
two years of further study with the Wine & Spirit Education Trust 
in London. Soon after, she moved to Sydney to work for a wine 
company and they maintained a long-distance relationship for a 
while. Then, as Richard cheerfully confesses, he took a six-figure 
pay cut to go and work for Bec’s family’s wine business, Bec 
returned to Adelaide and they were married in 2011. They lived 
in Adelaide at first, but when they tired of the daily commute to 
McLaren Vale, it just made sense to move there.

Tipsy Hill was created as a family weekender from an 
almost bare paddock when it was bought by Mediterranean-
garden enthusiast Margaret Burrell and her medical scientist 
husband, Professor Christopher Burrell AO. “They started in 
1998 with little more than a sandy site, a few pines and a couple 
of peppercorn trees,” Richard says. “They brought in loads 
of topsoil and devoted untold hours to creating four separate 
gardens around the house. It was a showpiece and, to a certain 
extent, we didn’t know what we were letting ourselves in for in 
terms of its upkeep.”

THESE PAGES: The property 
boasts expansive gardens that were 
established by the previous owners, 

Margaret and Christopher Burrell. 
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The Burrells named the property Tipsy Hill as a reference 
to the rare Tipsy Imperial Concubine rose, which Margaret 
introduced, along with many other roses, to her garden. The 
rose was named for Yang Guifei, one of the four beauties 
of ancient China and a consort of one of the Tang dynasty 
emperors. It’s said she became light-headed when she smelled 
the rose, which is a fragrant, prolific pink bloomer. As the 
property’s vineyard is now the source of all the fruit for 
the highly acclaimed single-vineyard Pertaringa Tipsy Hill 
Cabernet Sauvignon by Geoff Hardy Wines, it seems entirely 
appropriate that Bec and Richard kept the name. However, 
the price tag of $295 for a bottle that esteemed wine writer and 
judge James Halliday awarded 97 out of a possible 100 points 
and Winestate magazine named Australia’s best in category 
means it’s pretty unlikely anyone is going to settle in for a 
session on it.

“We’re not a sixth-generation farming family because we 
waste resources,” Bec observes. “So early on we determined 
we’d have to make some adjustments to keep the garden and 
rationalise the costs of maintaining it.”

The first task was to reduce water consumption, by moving 
plants to specific locations and massing them together. They’ve 
also introduced less thirsty natives and added solar panels 
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to reduce the power cost for irrigation pumps. To offset their 
expenses, they’ve also opened the property as a venue for 
small weddings and corporate functions. “The views make 
it appealing for photography,” Richard says. “We are making 
some changes this winter to the wisteria-clad arbour, so we can 
host long-table lunches there.” Bec also has plans for hosting 
hen’s parties, where guests collect flowers from the garden and 
make original bouquets and garlands from them.

Any changes the couple has made to the house are cosmetic 
rather than structural and designed to make the house more 
family friendly for their four-year-old daughter, Matilda (who 
is named after Thomas Hardy’s sister). “We’ve decorated with a 
kind of English/Australian aesthetic,” Bec says. “There are tweed 
cushions made by Richard’s tailor, Humphrey & Tilly, who outfit 
all the gamekeepers on the estates around Thirsk in the Yorkshire 
Dales. And we have framed a set of old lithographs of South 
Australian plants. So there’s a bit of an amalgam going on.”

Busy though they are with the family wine business, the 
vineyard, the garden and parenting, Bec and Richard say they 
are mindful to stop and smell the literal roses as often as they 
can. “There’s great pleasure just living here,” Bec says. “And in 
sharing it with friends and family. We can walk from our house 
to three cellar doors, one of which has a top-class restaurant. 
But then we have to remind ourselves, why not stay at home, 
drink in that view and open a bottle of our own wine?” AC

For more information, visit bechardy.com.au. 

THIS PAGE: The house and 
surrounding gardens overlook the 
vineyards of the McLaren Vale.


