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Day 1: Tuesday 19 February 
 

 

 

Waiheke Island 
Author: Alun Griffiths MW 

The first morning began with 3 presentations, starting with a talk from Justine Tate, Business 
Manager for Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand, (SWNZ) entitled An Approach to Sustainability. 
New Zealand displays an impressive commitment to sustainable environmental practices at 
Government, corporate and individual levels. SWNZ is a body committed to ensuring that as many 
wineries as possible sign up to the code of sustainability, and to date over 98% of the country’s 
wineries have subscribed. It is interesting to note that of the few which initially failed to register, 
several have now changed their minds after pressure from their consumers.  

SWNZ aims to ensure that wineries follow five essential principles: 

1. Be sustainable.  

2. Enhance sustainability. 

3. Support consumer perceptions.  

4. Avoid barriers to trade. 

5. Gain production efficiencies.  

All wineries signed up to the programme are audited to ensure that 100% of the fruit they harvest is 
sustainably produced, and that the winery itself abides by the code in respect of treatment of waste 
and water. The latter is particularly relevant as on several occasions during our trip we were alerted 
to the fact that New Zealand faces growing problems in respect of the provision of water for 
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viticultural and agricultural use. The aim is to provide reassurance of green credentials along the 
entire supply chain, and particularly to the end consumer.  

In addition to measures to reduce waste and hence landfill use, 2,500 hectares of land has been set 
aside for bio-diversity projects such as wild flower meadows and waterland development. SWNZ has 
almost 100% participation from the country’s wineries so now, under a programme of continuous 
improvement, wishes to move to the next level.  This will focus on enhancements in seven key areas: 

1. Diversity. 

2. Soil, water and air quality. 

3. Energy usage. 

4. Plant Health. 

5. Waste Management 

6. Fair and humane treatment of people. 

7. Ethical business practices.  

The effects of climate change will be a key focus in future studies, as will attempts to reduce waste 
and the incidence of pests and diseases in the vineyards. All of these practices designed to improve 
sustainability have to be set against a backdrop of economic viability. Winery owners will be 
reluctant to sign up if the costs make their business model unprofitable, regardless of consumer 
reaction. One producer summed it up by saying he “would be happy to go green but not if it lands 
him in the red”.  

As an aside, it will be interesting to note in the future how consumers’ behaviour is affected by 
wineries’ publication of their adherence to sustainable practices. Historically, consumers have been 
less insistent on buying wines which are organically produced compared to, say, their attitude when 
buying meat and vegetables. Their focus has been more on quality and value for money.  Perhaps 
the latest generation of wine-buyers may be more demanding in this respect, and may resist wines 
which cannot demonstrate more environmentally-friendly credentials.  

The next presentation was from David Allen MW, a member of our group, who is Managing Director 
of winesearcher.com, based in Auckland. David’s time was very limited and his presentation was 
immensely detailed, so it is impossible to explain it all in summary here. For those who would value 
seeing the full presentation in depth it has been made available in the Dropbox which contains all 
the files for this trip, and can be made available by contacting the Institute.  I shall merely pinpoint a 
few key findings.  

Winesearcher.com currently has over 500,000 different wines listed on its site, covering 10,000,000 
different offers, in 114 countries, embracing 20,000 merchants. 7.4 million people use the site every 
month.   Broadly speaking, David attempted to assess how well represented New Zealand wines are 
among the range of searches undertaken on the website, and how well represented New Zealand 
wines are in key markets around the world, as revealed by the results of those searches.  
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New Zealand is gradually increasing its share of the total Sauvignon Blanc market as revealed by 
merchant listings, but of course the data on searches does not include anything about sales. One 
interesting fact which emerged was that listings of New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc drop sharply once 
the retail price rises above US$15.  Consumers start returning to France, especially the Loire, once 
the prices rise above this threshold. New Zealand Sauvignon wine remains dominant in the 10-15 
dollar sector, which suggests that the next challenge for producers is premiumisation, to coin a 
horrible phrase, persuading consumers that the Kiwis can successfully create a level of quality to 
compete with Sancerre, Pouilly Fume and Pessac-Leognan in a higher price bracket. 

The growing importance of Pinot Noir is also very evident, as consumers react to the ever-spiralling 
price of Burgundy by seeking alternatives. A very general summary of the data presented would be 
that, on the whole, New Zealand punches above its weight in global markets.  

The morning was completed by a presentation entitled “Life as an Island Wine” given by 
viticulturalist Dr David Jordan, which covered the climatic and geological conditions which pertain to 
Waiheke Island’s wines.  The climate on Waiheke is moderate; bud-break here can take place a 
month earlier than in Central Otago, suggesting warmth, but cooling winds from the south-west 
mitigate the effects of the heat effectively. Rainfall averages 60-120 mm per month.  

David then focussed principally on soil. “The finer the soil, the finer the wine” is an axiom he adheres 
to, and he explained that the term “fine” when used in connection with soils for growing vines 
means a soil type which can retain water well. The soils on Waiheke are very mixed but clay 
predominates. In some other parts of New Zealand the soils are very porous so irrigation is 
necessary, but on Waiheke the clay holds water well and releases it as required to the vine, an 
especially important factor during the last few weeks of ripening when a vine typically doubles its 
water needs. One major point of interest, at least to this observer, was the revelation that the 
increase in sugar and consequent reduction in acidity which naturally occur in the ripening process 
can be de-coupled.  Apparently this can be achieved by manipulation of the leaf canopy in such a 
way that ripening can occur without excessive sugar increment and yet without the acidity in the 
grapes remaining too tart. Balanced, dry wines with an alcohol level of around 9-10 % can result. We 
were not shown examples to taste, and therefore the means by which this can be achieved and 
demonstrated remains a mystery to your markedly non-scientific correspondent, but if this process 
can lead to palatable wines being produced with moderate alcohol levels then it could be of major 
interest to the market, given the current resistance to the ever-rising levels of alcohol in wine. 
Heartfelt gratitude to the speakers having been expressed, the members of the party then felt 
entitled to attack lunch with gusto.  
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Stonyridge Vineyard Larose vertical tasting 
Author: Andrea Pritzker MW  

After an enjoyable tour of the Stonyridge property including a walk through the first commercial 
olive grove in New Zealand, we were treated to a vertical tasting of the estate’s flagship wine Larose. 
The tasting was led by winemaker Martin Pickering with additional commentary from owner 
Stephen White. 

Larose is a classic Cabernet-dominant ‘Bordeaux-style red’, made to reward patient cellaring. The 
first vines were planted in 1982 on gentle north-facing slopes, sheltered from cool south-westerly 
winds by the ridge that lends the vineyard its name. In 1985 the first vintage of Larose was made and 
just two years later, the 1987 vintage brought tremendous international acclaim.  In 1993 all five 
Bordeaux varieties were included in the blend, making Larose the first ‘Bordeaux five blend’ in the 
new world. The wine is sold ‘en primeur’ to loyal customers in New Zealand and abroad. 

Although always Cabernet Sauvignon dominant, the varietal composition of the blend for Larose is 
adapted to suit the individual conditions of each vintage. The wine is basket pressed and undergoes 
12 months of barrel maturation in approximately 65% new French oak with regular racking. Total 
time on skins is 30 days. 

My tasting notes are below: 

Stonyridge Vineyard Larose 2008 

37% Cab Sav, 29% Malbec, 16% Merlot, 16% Petit Verdot, 2% Cab Franc 

A record-breaking warm year producing a large crop with a very early harvest. 
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Complex bouquet of cedar, wild herbs and red currant, with overtones of black pepper and spice.  
Supple and smooth showing bright red currant, red berry notes supported by fresh acidity and 
plentiful fully evolved tannins. Medium bodied possessing excellent length and persistence with a 
savoury, slightly gamey edge Fully on song with attractive notes of dried hay, earth and wild herbs 
complemented by the refined tannin structure. Very enjoyable now with plenty of further cellaring 
potential. 

 

Stonyridge Vineyard Larose 2010 

50% Cab Sav, 21% Petit Verdot, 17% Malbec, 8% Merlot, 3% Cab Franc, 1% Carmenere 

An exemplary vintage, with very dry conditions producing a large crop with immense concentration. 

Fragrant bouquet of roses, white pepper, dried herbs, cedar and red-forest berries. Smooth and pure-
fruited with a bright core of redcurrant and raspberry supported by ultra polished tannins. The fresh 
acidity carries through to the long drying finish. A wine that appears to be in between in its stage of 
maturity – neither fully mature nor young, and will undoubtedly benefit from further cellaring. 

 

Stonyridge Vineyard Larose 2013 

52% Cab Sav, 19% Petit Verdot, 12% Malbec, 12% Merlot, 4% Cab Franc, 1% Carmenere 

Considered a top vintage with abundant concentration, density and richness. 

Opens with red currant, florals, aromas of earth and spice. Firmer in structure showing fresh acidity, 
plentiful grippy almost gritty tannin and more intensity and concentration than the previous 
vintages.  Powerful and brooding, laden with deep-set red and black forest berry fruit. Compact and 
firm with excellent length and a tannic finish, this is clearly very youthful and slightly reticent at the 
time of tasting.  

 

Stonyridge Vineyard Larose 2015 

49% Cab Sav, 18% Petit Verdot, 14% Malbec, 13% Merlot, 5% Cab Franc, 1% Carmenere 

Considered a very good vintage. 

Beguiling bouquet of roses, dried sage, earth and sweet spice. Supple and fragrant showing bright 
redcurrant fruit in an elegant, medium bodied frame. Expressive and youthful with great freshness, 
concentration and attractive balance, it finishes with plenty of chewy tannin suggesting a long, 
promising future ahead. 
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Waiheke Island producers walkaround tasting  
Author: Andreas Kubach MW 

After the excellent lunch offered by Stonyridge Estate, the group had the opportunity to discover a 
variety of wines from Waiheke Island producers in a walkaround tasting. Nine producers showed 
two wines each, displaying a wide range of grape varieties and styles. 

The winemakers showing their efforts were as diverse as the wines, with hugely different 
philosophies and winemaking approaches. A combination of local ‘born and breds’, retired 
entrepreneurs and both domestic and international ‘imports’ certainly make for an eclectic and 
enthusiastic winemaking community on Waiheke Island. 

Wines made from Rhone varieties arguably showed more personality than Bordeaux-blends. 
Standouts for me included the fresh and precise Thomas Legacy Syrah 2013 from Batch winery and 
Tantalus Voilé Reserve 2015, also an expressive, approachable Syrah. Chloe Somerset, winemaker at 
Cable Bay Vineyard showed a generously fruity, impeccable Viognier 2017 and another peppery, 
fresh Syrah 2015. 

Waiheke’s capacity to produce good Chardonnay was shown by the tight, flinty Goldie Estate 
Reserve Chardonnay 2015 and the vibrant, saline Thomas Legacy Chardonnay from Batch. Tantalus’ 
Cachette Reserve 2017 Chardonnay displayed a riper, more oak-driven style, but keeping good 
freshness and elegance. 

The Bordeaux-blends in the tasting also showed a wide range of styles. Te Motu 2010 and The 
Obsidian 2015 presented themselves as polished, generously fruity, full-bodied and pristine wines, 
while Man O’War Kulta Tytti 2013 is made in a slightly more forward, traditional style. 

Frenchmans Hill Estate showed a Chardonnay and their Rock Earth Syrah 2013, somewhat polarizing 
opinions with a more funky, openly oxidative style. 

Our hosts Stonyridge, having already shown other wines during lunch, rounded up the tasting with 
the Syrah-based Pilgrim 2015 and Luna Negra 2015, a 100% Malbec. 
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Tasting and Dinner at Villa Maria Cellar Door and Restaurant, Mangere, Auckland 
Author: Andrew Corrigan MW 

Hosted by Sir George and Lady Fistonich 

After the bus bashed through heavy Auckland traffic in the early evening, it was a delight to be 
driven into the parkland oasis located in an extinct crater that is the Auckland headquarters of Villa 
Maria. The grounds are beautiful; the restaurant is modern and striking. 

   

Wines to taste on arrival were the 2018 Pinot Rose and Hawkes Bay Organic Albarino.  

Through dinner, David Roper, Senior Auckland Winemaker described the wines. He was keen to see 
a good match with the various food courses. 

The first course was Goats cheese mousse, confit beetroot, fennel orange salad and garlic caramel – 
strong flavours but with freshness from the orange. The 2018 Platinum “Sur Lie” Sauvignon Blanc 
was powerful and pungent with passionfruit salad aromas and quite full and fruity in palate shape. 
The 2018 Platinum “Sur Lie” Pinot Gris from Marlborough offered a lovely ripe pears/apples aroma 
and finished a bit sweet (10 g/l, 13.5% alcohol). Both wines were a big enough match for the flavours 
of the first course. David Roper explained that “Sur Lie” is being shown on labels and whilst all 
consumers don’t readily know what it means, they recognise that there is some complexity being 
offered in a type of wine that has a crowded market. 

The second course was Saffron cappelli d’angelo, scampi bisque, coriander, squid ink tuile and chive 
oil. The angel hair pasta was light, and the seafood flavours were exotic and combined well. The 
2016 Single Vineyard Keltern Chardonnay from Hawkes Bay was a wine that we heard about and 
tasted several times in our tour. It has been a numerous winner of NZ wine competitions. It showed 
fine acid with elegant ripeness and a leesy grilled nuts appealing complexity. The 2010 Library 
Release Hawkes Bay Chardonnay was grown on the Keltern Vineyard with also other vineyards in the 
Hawkes Bay area blended. The final wine was a barrel selection. 2010 was a great year and the wine 
showed great concentration and restraint although with prominent oak showing. The grilled nuts 
character was evident. 

The third course was Venison, garlic puree, liquorice, savoy cabbage and pickled walnuts. The 2015 
Single Vineyard Taylor’s Pass Pinot Noir is from the Awatere Valley in Marlborough. It showed lovely 



11 
 
 

ripe cherry and cherry pip fruit with fresh acidity. The 2013 Reserve Gimblett Gravels Syrah 2013 
offered ripe red fruit and spice aroma with a lovely palate depth. Both wines were great with the 
food although the walnuts were exceedingly strong and piquant. 

A buffet with cheeses offered a wide range of taste. The 2010 Library Release Gimblett Gravels 
Merlot-Cabernet was terrific – elegant and offering great length. The 2016 Reserve Marlborough 
Noble Riesling was powerful and luscious. 

Sir George gave a talk over dinner about the great success in NZ wine of the Croatian migrants – his 
own father migrated in 1926. Babich, Selak, Delegat, Brajkovich and others were famous family 
names described. Sir George gave out and autographed copies of his book “The Winemaker, George 
Fistonich and the Villa Maria Story” by Kerry R Tyack (Random House, NZ, 2012). 

Later in our tour we visited Hawkes Bay, Marlborough and the Awatere Valley and Villa Maria wines 
were tasted again. Our dinner at Villa Maria Auckland was a wonderful formal commencement to 
the tour and an overview of Villa Maria wines and regions.  



12 
 
 

Day 2: Wednesday 20 February 

 

 
The New Zealand Chardonnay Workshop, ABS Waterfront Theatre, Auckland 
Author: Anne Tupker MW 

Our second day in New Zealand, we were treated to a tasting of Chardonnays from the Family of 
Twelve, a group of 12 family-owned vineyards throughout NZ, comprising Felton Road, Pegasus Bay, 
Lawson’s Dry Hills, Nautilus Estate, Fromm Winery, Neudorf Vineyards, Palliser Estate, Ata Rangi, 
Millton Vineyards & Winery, Craggy Range, Villa Maria and Kumeu River. 

The presentation was led by Paul Donaldson of Pegasus Bay, North Canterbury, Waipara, the current 
chair of the Family of Twelve. Panellists included Michael Brajkovich MW (Kumeu River, Auckland), 
Nick Picone (Villa Maria), Tim Evill (Lawson’s Dry Hills, Marlborough), and James Millton (Millton 
Vineyards & Winery, Gisborne). Kate Pritchard from the Family of Twelve was also present. 

As an introduction, Mike Brajkovich, whose Kumeu River estate specialises in Chardonnay, gave us a 
bit of background on Chardonnay in New Zealand:  

- Chardonnay vines were first imported into New Zealand pre-World War II, but these were 
heavily virus infected.  

- The first appearance of Chardonnay on labels was in the late 1960s.  
- The Mendoza clone (originally French but sourced from ungrafted Argentine vines) was first 

imported in the early 1970s 
- Since then other plant material has come from California and France 
- With one exception, massale selection is not yet possible in New Zealand. Thus growers are 

constantly on the lookout for new clones. 
- The original barrels were of US oak, but then Australian-made French oak became available 

in the 1980s. 
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- Winemaking has evolved from tank fermentation followed by maturation in barrel, which 
resulted in oxidised, high alcohol wines in the early days to barrel fermentation using whole 
bunches since the 1980s.  

- More plantings of Chardonnay occurred in the 1990s, along with the introduction of new 
techniques, including the use of wild yeasts for fermentation, full malo-lactic fermentation 
to lower acidity, and extended lees ageing to lessen the buttery character. 

- Today out of a total of 38,680 ha planted in New Zealand, Chardonnay represents 3,1630 ha 
nearly 10% of New Zealand wine. (More statistics can be found in The New Zealand 
Winegrowers annual report 2018.) 

Each of the Family of Twelve producers makes Chardonnay, and the tasting consisted of one 
Chardonnay wine from each, divided into two flights: Flight 1 from the South Island and Flight 2 from 
the North Island. I have downloaded the tasting sheet and added relevant comments where 
pertinent. Additional information can be found on the individual websites. 

Following the tasting and discussion Mike Brajkovich presented his pioneering research on screwcap 
closures, first shown at the MW Symposium in Vienna in 2004.  

Rosemary George MW gave thanks for an outstanding tasting and presentation. As all of us present 
could agree, she noted that the words ‘fresh’, ‘elegant’ and ‘balanced’ kept recurring in her tasting 
notes. It was an exciting event, showcasing the high level of quality of the best New Zealand 
Chardonnays, and hats off to everyone who made it possible. 

THE TASTING 

First Flight 

1.  Felton Road Chardonnay Block 6 2017   RRP: NZ $60.00 

Felton Road, founded in 1991, is one of the largest Chardonnay producers in New Zealand. Block 6 
was planted in 1993, part of the Elms vineyard in the Bannockburn sub-region, on a steep north-
facing slope, 280-300 m. above sea level. The first vintage was 1997. The vineyard is organically 
farmed since 2002 and is currently undergoing conversion to Biodynamic. 

Soils are fine, sandy loam and schist gravels, with filaments of limestone (calcium carbonate). 

Indigenous yeasts and full MLF. Spring bottling, no fining or filtration.  

My tasting note indicates a pale straw yellow colour, aromatic nose of minerals, pears, melon, citrus 
blossom and stone fruit, and a very fresh, creamy palate with excellent length and a clean finish. 

 

2. Pegasus Bay Virtuoso Chardonnay 2016     RRP 60.00 

Paul Donaldson added comments. His brother, Matthew is the winemaker. 

The vineyards were first planted in 1986 in North Canterbury, not far from the sea. Hills to the north 
of the vineyards provide shelter.  
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Grapes are hand-picked followed by whole bunch fermentation with wild yeasts and partial MLF. 
Maturation takes place in oak puncheons, with 10-15% new oak. 

My tasting note: pale straw-yellow, a nutty, smoky nose with pear and citrus notes, very crisp 
acidity, citrus and pear flavours and a hint of toast. Its intentionally reductive style was not to my 
liking and to my mind spoiled an otherwise well-made and elegant wine.  

 

3. Lawson’s Dry Hills Reserve Chardonnay 2017      $28.00 

Tim Evill, owner of Marlborough-based Lawson’s Dry Hills, explained that his first vintage was in 
1993. Original Gewurtzraminer, Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay plantings now also include Riesling 
and Pinot Noir. 2017 was a ‘Goldilocks’ vintage but great for Chardonnay. 

This wine comes from the Chaytors Road vineyard on the coast, where the grapes ripen slowly. Soil 
is composed of silt and stones. No clay. The pea gravel stones are small, smooth and round and the 
soil overall is free-draining. The site is very dry, low vigour, and needs irrigation. 

All the Chardonnay is Mendoza clone* and the fruit is ‘pristine’ at harvest. Grapes are picked early 
by hand and whole-bunch pressed. The cloudy must ferments in barrel for 8 months to produce a 
bone-dry wine. 

*Comment from Mike Brajkovich: ‘Terroir trumps clone’ 

My tasting note: Pale colour, citrus, peach and minerals on the nose, elegant crisp, creamy pear fruit 
on the palate, with a lingering finish. 

 

4. Nautilus Estate Marlborough Chardonnay 2017    RRP: NZ $37.00 

Under the same ownership since its founding in 1985 by Robert Hill-Smith, current winemaker Clive 
Jones has overseen every vintage since 1998.  The Marlborough Chardonnay is made from 100% 
Marlborough grapes mainly from Renwick vineyard, a warm site. Fermentation with natural yeasts 
and 85% MLF.  

They also make sparkling wines and grow Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir as well as Chardonnay. 

Comment: different house styles versus origins 

My tasting note: Pale gold colour, open nose with notes of pears, ripe apples, melon, citrus, and 
freshly baked bread; crisp acidity creamy texture, elegant, concentrated, persistent. 
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5. FROMM Clayvin Vineyard Chardonnay 2016       RRP$68.00 

FROMM is the smallest producer in the Family of Twelve, first planted in 1992 and now certified fully 
organic. Stephan Walliser is the General Manager, and Hätsch Kalberer winemaker.  

Vineyards are high density, with up to 5000 vines/ha. The ‘sunniest place in New Zealand.’ 

Fermentation of the 2016 Chardonnay was very slow, and the MLF took nearly a year. The wine was 
bottled in 2017. Unusually for New Zealand whites, the closure is cork, which Stephan believes is 
best for his style of Chardonnay, which he described as ‘linear’ – expressing the vineyard more than 
the variety. 

My tasting note: Pale straw-gold cololur, stone fruit, greengages, white peaches and toast on the 
nose, lively acidity, flavours of nuts and stone fruit, good depth, creamy with good length. 

 

6. Neudorf Moutere Chardonnay 2015    RRP80.00 

Founded by Todd and Judy Finn in 1978, winemaker Todd Stevens joined later. Vineyard conversion 
to organic began in 2010 with full organic certification in 2016.  

Winemaking attempts to reflect the terroir. The 2015 Moutere Chardonnay underwent 100% MLF. 

My tasting note: Pale gold colour, vibrant, rather savoury nose, with well-integrated oak and notes 
of ripe pears, vibrant acidity creamy-textured, elegant, concentrated and very persistent.  

 

Second Flight 

 

7. Palliser Estate Chardonnay 2017    RRP: NZ $42.00 

My tasting note: Pale greeny-yellow colour, smoky, creamy stone fruit and citrus on the nose, crisp, 
elegant, with a creamy texture and excellent length. 

 

8. Ata Rangi Craighall Chardonnay 2017     RRP: NZ $45.00 

Craighall, their premium Chardonnay, comes from low-yielding Mendoza clone vines on deep, free-
draining gravel soils. 2017 was a cool vintage, ideal for Chardonnay.  

The winemaker is Helen Masters. 

My tasting note: pale, straw-yellow colour, honeyed nose with spring flowers, ripe lemons and white 
peaches, crisp, bone dry, lemony, elegant, very long, complex and beautifully balanced.  
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9. Millton Clos de Ste. Anne Chardonnay 2014     RRP $70.00 

James and Annie Millton established the Millton Vineyard on the banks of the Te Arai River near 
Mauntuke, Gisborne, in 1984. They were the first New Zealand vineyard to focus on organic and 
then Biodynamic production (since 1989).  

The Chardonnay grapes for this wine come from their best site and are harvested by hand. 

As for winemaking, they try to prevent MLF, age the wine for 10 months in oak barrels and bottle 
under cork. 

My tasting note: Pale yellow colour, ripe, tropical orange blossom on the nose, crisp acidity lemon 
and pink grapefruit flavours, full and creamy, with excellent balance and length.  

 

10.  Craggy Range Les Beaux Cailloux 2016    RRP: NZ $150 

The Gimblett Gravels subregion of Hawke’s Bay is the first NZ region to be based solely on soil type, 
in this case riverbed gravel and covers 800 ha. Wines stating Gimblett Gravels on the label must be 
at least 95% from there. 

Craggy Range was founded in 1995 by Terry and Mary Peabody and comprises two sites in the 
Gimblett Gravels, an additional coastal site in Hawke’s Bay, Te Muna Road in Martinborough and 
Avery Vineyard in Marlborough. 

My tasting note : Pale straw-green colour, subdued notes of citrus, nuts and crushed stones on the 
nose, lively acidity, full and rounded yet elegant with excellent length.  

 

11.  Villa Maria Single Vineyard Keltern Chardonnay 2016     $60.00 

Nick Picone, chief winemaker for the Villa Maria group, explained that the first vintage in the Keltern 
Vineyard was in 2002. It is an inland site located at the eastern boundary of Hawke’s Bay and 
benefits from cooling breezes flowing from the mountain range to the west.  

The vineyard is planted with a range of clones. Grapes are hand-picked and fermented with 
indigenous yeast. Production varies from 160 to 500/600 cases a year depending on vintage. Their 
production target is 7 T/ha.  

He is looking for smoky nuances and complexity in the finished wine, which is bottled without fining 
or filtration.  

My tasting note: Pale greeny-yellow colour, notes of nuts and ripe melon on the nose, fresh acidity, 
with pleasant nutty and citrus flavours and fair length. 
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12. Kumeu River Hunting Hill 2014    RRP $90.00 

Mike Brajkovich noted that 2014 was a very good year for him and that the Hunting Hill Chardonnay 
is usually the first Chardonnay picked in a given vintage. The vines are dry-farmed, enjoying an 
average of more than 1200 ml. of rainfall per annum.  The current vintage, however, has suffered 
severe water stress, and harvest just started this morning. 

Planted in the early 1980’s, the vines are trained on a Lyre trellis system, resulting in a divided 
canopy. The clone is Mendoza and originally came from Oregon. The rootstock is low vigour. He 
practices sustainable rather than organic viticulture, as there can be severe botrytis problems due to 
the high rainfall. 

Winemaking involves wild yeast and full MLF. The Hunting Hill style is the most reductive of all his 
wines. 

My tasting note: Pale greeny-yellow colour, ripe, slightly tropical nose with notes of dried apricots 
and Bergamot and a hint of nuttiness, crisp acidity, complex citrus and nut flavours, very elegant, 
balanced with excellent length. 

 

 

Screwcaps for wine – Start of a revolution – The Kumeu River experience 
Presented by Michael Brajkovich MW, New Zealand’s first Master of Wine 

Author: Anne Tupker MW 

Michael’s family winery, Kumeu River, was founded in 1944 by his father Maté Brajkovich and his 
parents, who brought their wine-making knowledge from Croatia. It has built a global reputation for 
benchmark Chardonnay in the Burgundian style. 

Mike explained that the wines were originally bottled under cork, but problems began to surface in 
the mid-1980s. They experimented with other stoppers available at the time but results were 
unsatisfactory, and they continued using traditional cork. 1998 was a particularly bad year, with 
nearly 50% cork failure, and in 1999 they began experimenting.  

After immersing corks in unoaked white wine for 24 hours at 25° C, they found 3 types of cork taint. 
Mike subsequently met with a group of like-minded Australian Riesling producers from the Clare 
Valley to discuss possible solutions to the problem and became convinced that screwcaps were the 
solution.  

Experiments in Australia had indicated that screwcaps were superior to cork. Mike’s own research, 
comparing bottles sealed under cork with those under screwcap indicated that wines appeared to 
age better in an anaerobic environment, such as under screwcap, despite the exclusion of oxygen. 
(He added that contrary to popular assumption, corks also exclude oxygen, thus the ageing process 
is reductive rather than oxidative.) 
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Mike’s further research indicated not only that wines were fresher and taint-free under screwcap, 
but they also retained their quality characteristics just as well as under cork, continued to mature in 
bottle, and provided an ease of removal and re-sealing superior to cork.  

As a result of these findings, in 2001 Kumeu River changed to Stelvin screwcap bottling for all its 
wines.  

We then tasted two Chardonnays and two red wines by way of illustration, one sealed under cork 
and one under Stelvin: 

1. Pegasus Bay Chardonnay- Semillon 2003 (cork) 

2. Kumeu River Maté’s Vineyard Chardonnay 2008 (Stelvin) 

I found both wines admirable, the first mellow and charming and the second still vibrant and 
youthful despite its age. 

3. Pegasus Bay Pinot Noir 2006 (cork) 

4. Kumeu River Merlot-Malbec ‘Melba’ 2000 (Stelvin) 

Again, I enjoyed both wines, the Pinot Noir showing plum fruit, lively acidity and excellent length, 
and the Merlot-Malbec showing vivid ripe, dark fruit, a velvety texture and lingering finish. 

To my thinking, the main difference was not one of quality but of colour, with the wines bottled 
under cork showing more gold and garnet hues and the Stelvin bottlings more youthful tones.  
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Visit to Elephant Hill, Te Awanga, Hawke’s Bay 
Author: Richard Kelley MW 

OVERVIEW 
On the east coast of New Zealand’s North Island, Hawke’s Bay enjoys a temperate maritime climate. 
At the most easterly point, the vines are in close-proximity to the ocean. At high tide, anyone with a 
strong throwing arm could feasibly cast a stone into the Pacific. What is now vineyard land at 
Elephant Hill was, until the 1931 earthquake, once a beach.  

HISTORY 
In the last thirty years, Hawke’s Bay has witnessed much foreign investment, coming from as far 
afield as the UK, France, China and the USA. The German-owned Elephant Hill is a relative newcomer 
to the region. Located close to the coastal village of Te Awanga, this former venison farm was 
converted to a vineyard and winery as recently as 2003.  

It was planted by Roger Weiss, a shopping centre developer who, with his wife Reydan, fell in love 
with the region whilst on holiday. The winery is now run by their son, Andreas, a former Munich-
based banker.  

VINEYARD 
Having originally planted the vineyard to Bordeaux varieties, it was soon realised the temperatures 
here are not high enough to fully ripen the fruit. Today, the coastal vineyard (where the cellar is also 
sited) is planted to Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay and aromatic varieties such as Riesling, Viognier 
and Pinot Gris.  

In contrast, the winery’s signature wine, the Airavata Syrah, comes partly from Te Awanga grown 
fruit (seasoned with a little Viognier) and from the family-owned site in the Gimblett Gravels. With a 
total of 40% of the vineyards planted to the variety, Elephant Hill claims to be the fifth largest 
producer of Syrah in New Zealand.  

Today, there are a total of 62 hectares planted, of which 27ha are located at the home vineyard. The 
balance is split equally between Gimblett Gravels (which was planted in 1991) and the Bridge Pa 
Triangle sites. It’s down to English-born viticulturist, Jon Peet, who identifies and manages the 56 
separate vineyard parcels within this total hectarage. 

Although just a short drive, the temperature between Te Awanga and Gimblett Gravels can be up to 
seven degrees Celsius different. This is mostly due to the grey river stones in the Gravels warming-up 
and re-radiating the heat during the night. These higher temperatures on the Gravels ensure the 
grapes ripen a full two weeks earlier than at the Te Awanga home vineyard. It is from here, and the 
Bridge Pa Triangle vineyard, that grapes are grown for Hieronymus, a blend of Merlot, Malbec and 
Cabernet Sauvignon. 

All the vineyard sites are irrigated. At the home vineyard, despite its close-proximity to the ocean 
there is a perpetual risk of spring frost. Equally, this maritime influence can work both for and 
against the coastal location. Whilst it can aid air-movement and keep the humidity levels down, fog 
is also common here which, in turn, can raise moisture levels in the vineyard which increases the risk 
of disease.  
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The biggest threat (as elsewhere in New Zealand) is that of bird damage, mostly caused by 
murmurations of starlings and a population of alien Indian mynah birds. For this reason, some 18 
days a year are dedicated to erecting a total of 125km of netting, needed to protect the crop.  

The adjoining winery crushes around 300 tonnes of a grapes each season and bottles around 20,000 
cases a year.  

The modern cellar is open daily to visitors and accommodates a ‘Two Hats’-rated eatery which also 
happened to be voted New Zealand’s ‘Best Winery Restaurant’ in 2018.  

Above the vineyards, on the crest of the hill, is a luxury lodge designed by architect John Blair (who 
was also responsible for the Craggy Range cellar). This enjoys uninterrupted views of the Pacific and 
all aspects north, as far as Cape Kidnappers further up the coast. The lodge boasts an impressive 
array of modern art, collected by Reydan Weiss. More recent guests have included a certain Reg 
Dwight, who took residence here during his farewell tour at the near-by Mission Estate Winery.   
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Hawkes Bay Welcome dinner 
Author: Annette Scarfe MW 
 

 
 

For those of us not staying at Porters hotel it was just a few minutes’ walk to the courtyard that 
nestles the Smith and Sheth Oenotheque.  Contemporary negociants Steve Smith MW and Brian 
Sheth founded Smith and Sheth in 2014. Wine industry legend Steve Smith MW, well known for 
establishing Craggy Range met Brian, from Austin Texas, over a glass of Chardonnay in Hawkes Bay. 
Brian an investor and wildlife conservationist was the ideal partner and hence Smith and Sheth was 
born.  

The courtyard was buzzing on arrival and immediately I recognized the friendly face of Michael 
Henley from Aotearoa NZ Fine Wine Estates and Chair of the Hawkes Bay Winegrowers Association. 
Michael and I had studied together on the MW program over 10 years ago.  Maxime Cavey head of 
Marketing and Communications joined him. 

Michael addressed the group explaining that the evening was all about relaxing, enjoying and 
sampling the very best of Hawke’s Bay hospitality in a casual way. The agenda for the evening was a 
walk around tasting featuring varieties other than Syrah as the following morning we had a Syrah 
Masterclass in store. Supper for the evening was fish and chips served in our own box. The generous 
portions of fish, Gurnard were delightful and served with piping hot chips it was indeed a perfect 
meal for the occasion. The sense of welcoming was wonderful and the Association had clearly 
thought about the fact that it was the second day of our trip and so understanding that some people 
may wish to retire early whilst generously offering an insight of the region. 

The wine list is included below but some highlights included Clearwater Bay Karaka, Sauvignon Gris, 
fermented and aged on skins for 150 days bottled un-fined and un-filtered with no sulphur addition. 
Smith and Sheth’s Cru Albariño was a lovely surprise with ripe fragrant stone fruit and honeysuckle 
with a citrus core, Te Awanga Estate’s One Off Chardonnay Viognier, a small batch release, 
combined a creamy citrus Chardonnay with a richly textured Viognier.  Rosés were tasted in both an 
oaked and unoaked style and were made from Cabernet Franc or Pinot.  Te Mata showed a Gamay 
Noir, Mission Estate’s Gewurztraminer showed good varietal expression. Vidal Estates “Legacy ‘ 
Chardonnay 2013 demonstrated the aging potential of HB Chardonnay 
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Later in the evening a few more wines appeared that were not on the initial list, including a couple 
of Chardonnays. The Tony Bish 2017 was a highlight. Tony Bish is New Zealand’s only Chardonnay-
exclusive producer and his wines sell out quickly. Bilancia’s Chardonnay showed attractive stuck 
match combined with delicate stone fruit. 

Stephen Skelton MW wrapped up the evening and thanked our hosts reminding Michael that he had 
passed all his MW exams 10 years ago and urging him to complete his Research Paper – come on 
Michael! 

Wines tasted (In order of tasting sheet) 

 Alpha Domas “Cumulus” BdB Traditional method 

2018 Clearwater Estate “Karaka”( Orange wine) 

2018 Collaboration Wines “IMPRESSION” Cabernet Franc Rosé 

2018 Trinity Hill “Lost Garden Rosé  

2017 Monowai Pinot Rosé 

2018 Smith and Sheth “CRU” Albariño 

2018 Mission Estate Gewurztraminer 

Te Awanga Estate One off Chardonnay Viognier 

2018 Decibel Bridge Pa Viognier 

2013 Vidal Estate ‘Legacy” Chardonnay 

2018 Te Mata Estate Vineyards Gamay Noir 

2015 Monowai Upper Reaches Pinot Noir 

2013 Pask “Declaration” Merlot 

2016 Decibel Testify Red 

2017 Tony Bish Chardonnay 

2017 Bilancia Chardonnay 

2018 Alpha Domas Viognier 

2018 Alpha Domas Pinot Gris 
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Day 3: Thursday 21 February 

	

 

 

Sub-regional Syrah panel tasting 
Author: Antony Moss MW 

Our sub-regional tasting of Hawke’s Bay Syrah took place at Black Barn Vineyard’s ‘Olive Shed’ - a 
rescued railway siding shed, now used as an event space.  

The panel provided an overview of recent trends in the local Syrah style, away from a ripe, full-
bodied Australian benchmark, and towards a model based on aromatic freshness, a little more 
natural acidity, a little less alcohol, and less prominent oak, and gentler tannin extraction. The lean 
modern style emerging in Australia was acknowledged, but some commented that this had gone too 
far in their view, and fruit expression was a priority. In general, this was borne out in the wines, 
which showed variations within a distinctive regional style that I would characterise as displaying 
plush ripe fruit, with a touch of florality and pepper (but never too much pepper); integrated and 
subtly handled oak; a core of vibrant fruit on the palate (no dollops of sweet jamminess) and a 
savoury depth that develops with age. Tannin, acid and alcohol were generally very well-integrated. 
All the wines were from 2013-2016, which were moderate to warm vintages. Some 2011s and 2012s 
(cooler wetter years) tasted elsewhere showed more prominent pepper character and grittier 
tannins which could reflect a combination of vintage conditions and earlier approaches to 
winemaking. It will be interesting to see what is made in the next cool, wet year.  

It total, 16 wines were shown. Most were entirely or predominately from Gimblett Gravells, with 
enough from the Bridge Pa triangle to make some tentative comparisons. In general, the Gimblett 
Gravels wines showed a ‘gruntier’ (their word) tannin structure, denser texture and firmer, tighter 
fruit expression. Standout wines for me were the Trinity Hill Homage 2016 (serious and dense) and 
the Craggy Range ‘Le Sol’ 2016 (in a more perfumed, relatively elegant style). 

A smaller number of wines sourced their fruit from Bridge Pa. Based on these small samples, the 
shared regional style and diversity of wines from each of the sub-regions means it is not very helpful 
to generalise - or perhaps too early to do so. What we tasted was consistent with the panel’s 
suggestion that the Bridge Pa wines tend to achieve a combination of greater aromatic 
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concentration but a softer tannin structure. The standout wines for me were the Alpha Domus 
Barnstormer 2015 (aromatically exotic, texturally generous) and Church Road ‘Tom’ 2013 
(aromatically complete and with great finesse).  

There was only one Hillside-dominant wine in the tasting. The La Collina 2016 stood out alongside 
the other wines (most of which were dark and dense) for its almost Grenache-like open-knit texture 
and garrigue-scented sweet ripe red fruit. This was consistent with the panel suggestion that hillside 
fruit offers perfume, but tends to be less structured, but also with the view that high-quality Syrah 
fruit can be grown in any of the sub-districts.  

 

Olly Powrie, Villa Maria HB Viticulturist, shows the group the Gimblett Gravels soil profile and 
common HB syrah and chardonnay clones. 
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Lunch at Trinity Hill winery 
Author: Caroline Hermann MW 

With purple teeth from morning Syrah and dusty shoes from Villa Maria’s vineyards, we crossed the 
street to the winery for a picnic lunch and walkaround tasting with 12 of Hawke’s Bay top producers. 
 

 

 

Trinity Hill Winery is located about 30 km inland, near the Ngaruroro River on the famed Gimblett 
Gravels (and nearby Bridge Pa) soils. Lunch was a beautifully displayed and delicious spread of 
smoked chicken, veg, or lamb sandwiches, local cheeses and charcuterie, olives, figs, cherries, and 
brownies. Brilliant sunshine and a warm reception from our hosts made for a perfect lawn picnic.  
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The 2010 Black Barn Blanc de Blanc was a refreshing start – a mix of tank and barrel ferment, 7 years 
on lees, and no dosage. Other white wines included the Smith & Sheth CRU Howell Vineyard 
Chardonnay and Pask wild ferment Chardonnay, both 2016, a rich 2018 Decibel Bridge Pa Viognier, 
and a fragrant Marsanne Viognier blend from Trinity Hill. 

More Syrah! Smith & Sheth’s 2017 CRU Heretaunga was fresh, fruity, and peppery while Mission 
Jewelstone’s 2010 showed remarkable concentration, fruit and acidity despite 9 years of age and a 
cool-ish vintage. A surprise was a Sangiovese Montepulciano blend – Black Barn’s 2015 Concetta. 

The remainder of the red wines consisted of Bordeaux blends of varying varieties and proportions. 
Standouts included the 2014 Collaboration Wines Ceresia Merlot Cabernet Franc, 2016 Craggy Range 
Sophia Gimblett Gravels Vineyard, 2009 Mission Jewelstone Cabernet Merlot, 2015 Clearview 
Reserve Cabernet Franc, finishing with our host’s 2016 Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels The Gimblett. 

Reclining on lawn pillows and an impromptu cricket game with barrel stave bats completed the 
leisurely afternoon. 

 

 

 

Wine List 

2010 Black Barn Blanc de Blanc 

2015 Black Barn Concetta Sangiovese Montepulciano 

2016 Clearview Reserve Cabernet Franc 

2013 Clearview Basket Press 
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2016 Craggy Range Te Kahu Gimblett Gravels Vineyard 

2016 Craggy Range Sophia Gimblett Gravels Vineyard 

2013 Collaboration Wines Argent Cabernet Sauvignon 

2014 Collaboration Wines Ceresia Merlot Cabernet Franc 

2015 Church Road Grand Reserve Merlot Cabernet Sauvignon 

2018 Decibel Bridge Pa Viognier 

2016 Decibel Testify Red 

2009 Mission Jewelstone Cabernet Merlot 

2010 Mission Jewelstone Syrah 

2016 Monowai Merlot 

2014 Paritua 21*12 

2015 Paritua Red 

2016 Pask Small Batch Wild Ferment Chardonnay 

2014 Pask Small Batch Trilliant 

2016 Smith & Sheth Cru Howell Vineyard Chardonnay 

2017 Smith & Sheth Cru Heretaunga Chardonnay 

2017 Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels Marsanne Viognier 

2016 Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels The Gimblett 

Group photo at the top of Te Mata Peak 
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Te Mata Coleraine Vertical 
Author: Catherine Petrie MW 

Our morning in Hawke’s Bay had, understandably, focused on Syrah. But our afternoon tasting at Te 
Mata Estate reminded us that the region has a rich history of Bordeaux blends. For many years Te 
Mata’s Coleraine has held its seat as one of the finest Cabernet/Merlot blends in New Zealand. The 
Buck family, whose Irish heritage is honoured in this cuvée’s name, has been producing Coleraine 
since 1982.  

We were welcomed into the cool cellars at Te Mata estate and seated around a magnificent table in 
the original winery, built in 1872. For a country whose modern commercial wine story only really 
began a generation ago, this is indeed hallowed ground. Brothers Nick, Toby, and Jonathan Buck 
with niece Zara Buck now run the estate. Technical Director Peter Cowley joined Toby Buck to take 
us through the tasting. 

Before diving into the Coleraine vertical, our appetites were whetted by a tasting of Te Mata estate’s 
other wines. Although the estate is primarily a producer of red wines (conspicuous in the general 
landscape of New Zealand, it was noted), they were keen to show us their interesting and diverse set 
of whites. We tasted Cape Crest Sauvignon Blanc 2018 (15% Sémillon and Sauvignon Gris in the 
blend, and 30% barrel fermented, this was, unusually for New Zealand, modelled in the Bordeaux 
style); Zara Viognier 2018 (barrel fermented, it had aromas of white flowers and honeydew melon, 
with a slippery, unctuous texture on the palate); and Estate Chardonnay 2017 (made in the full 
Burgundian model, displaying a fresh and perfumed nose of pineapple and grapefruit, with an 
attractive phenolic texture). A flight of reds followed these whites: Awatea 2013 (the second wine to 
Coleraine, a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, it was dark, juicy, and lightly spiced). This was 
followed by a vertical of Bullnose Syrah 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016. Peter explained that in this 
Syrah they are searching for “fragrant red berry fruits […] silky tannins and inviting elegant palates”. 
These wines, he suggested, were best enjoyed at 5-8 years old. His claim was well supported by his 
set of wine in which the 2013 showed particularly well, possessing density, concentration, and 
integration.  

With the prelude concluded, we launched into the main event: an eight-vintage vertical of Coleraine. 
Starting with 2015, we tasted through 2013, 2010, 2009, 2007, 2005, 2000, and 1998. This wine is 
more than just another label for the family. When the vines were planted, they represented both “a 
memory of Europe and the serious ambition of New Zealand wine”, explained Toby. Over the years 
the blend has changed a little, with Cabernet Franc growing in importance so that the blend of the 
2015 is 54% Cabernet Sauvignon, 36% Merlot and 10% Cabernet Franc. With its maritime climate 
and gravel soils, it is easy to see why Toby is “totally convinced this style suits Hawke’s Bay”. The 
vertical showed the distinctive character of each growing season, which is no surprise given 
Cabernet Sauvignon’s potential for eloquent expression in the right, guiding hands. But more 
important than their differences, the coherence and delineated evolution throughout the wines 
showed these really do have the ability to age. Whilst the flight had its less successful entries, for 
me, the 2005 was a particular highlight, with aromas of leather and sweet, spiced fruit, and a supple, 
lengthy palate. The 1998 carried its age with grace, and the older wines showed that the chewy 
tannic content of the younger wines have a long and interesting life ahead of them. 
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Dipping into the history of this estate was an entertaining and informative window into New 
Zealand’s winemaking past and proof of its wines’ potential to age. 

 

 

Hawkes Bay Chardonnay tasting at Craggy Range 
Author: David Allen MW 

This tasting took place in the Sophia Barrel Room at Craggy Range’s “Giant’s Winery” on the 
afternoon of Thursday 21st February. The tasting comprised 26 Chardonnays from 13 Hawkes Bay 
producers. Each winery represented had been asked to provide their current release wine and an 
older vintage for the group to taste. The wineries involved were: Clearview Estate, Church Road, 
Craggy Range, Elephant Hill, Esk Valley, Mission Estate, Monowai, Pask, Smith & Seth, Te Mata 
Estate, Tony Bish, Trinity Hill & Vidal Estate.  

The MW group was welcomed at the venue by Tony Bish, 
chairman of the Gimblett Gravels Winegrowers 
Association, who set high expectations from the outset 
by quoting Anthony Rose as having said that “New 
Zealand produced the most consistent Chardonnay in 
the World, including Burgundy”. This remark set the tone 
for the event. 

The group had already attended one Chardonnay tasting 
as part of this New Zealand trip – a tasting with the Family of Twelve in Auckland at the ASB Theatre 
the previous day. This preceding experience had left us impressed by the high quality and excellent 
value for money offered by New Zealand’s Chardonnays. 
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The tasting started (pretty much to schedule) at 5.30pm, 
immediately after a drive to the top Te Mata Peak with its 
breath-taking views - the event was to be followed by dinner at 
Craggy Range’s ‘Terroir’ restaurant. The day had already been a 
full one including a Syrah tasting, a vineyard session, a walk-
round tasting with lunch at Trinity Hill and a vertical tasting of 
Te Mata’s Coleraine.  

In the circumstances the prospect of tasting 26 Chardonnays 
towards the end of such a busy day, and before what promised 
to be an excellent meal, might not have filled all the tasters with 
glee. In actuality the atmosphere of the tasting was excited, the 
setting spacious enough to move clearly and after two days in 
Hawkes Bay we were familiar with many of the wine-makers 

present, so the atmosphere was relaxed and conversations were able to flow. This was a good 
opportunity to ask searching questions about the wines. 

Undoubtedly many of wines at the tasting would 
have sat comfortably in any international line up of 
Chardonnays, e.g. Clearview’ Reserve wines, Craggy 
Range’s Les Beaux Cailloux, Mission’s Jewelstone 
wines and the Pask Declaration Chardonnays. Only 
the quite delicate wines of Monowai seemed out of 
their depth in the line-up and it should be 
appreciated that they are notably cheaper than 
pretty much every other wine in the tasting and 

almost half the retail price of some of them. 

There were several older wine’s most notably Esk Valley’s 2006 
Winemakers Reserve. Church Road’s Reserve 2008, Pask 
Declaration Chardonnay 2009 and Clearview Reserve 2009. The 
Esk Valley’s quite oaky style may not be typical of current 
winemaking style, but the wine had held-up well and these wines 
served as good indications of the fact that these wines have the 
capacity to age. The generosity of producers in sharing these wines 
was appreciated. 
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There were a number of wines that exhibited particular winemaking characteristics that made them 
stand out from the line-up. Most notable of these was Tony Bish’s Zen Chardonnay 2016, made in a 
new oak egg fermenter it was a wonderfully harmonious wine with excellent oak integration and a 

creamy texture. Tony Bish’s wines certainly attracted plenty of 
positive comments from tasters subsequently. 

Smith & Sheth’s Mangatahi Chardonnay 2015 was not a wine for 
those who disliked sulphides which were plentiful on the nose 
with the toasty oak – the wine however had a depth of fruit and 
a creamy texture that balanced the sulphides and gave a long 
smooth finish. Some of the group still bore the scars of the 2015 
trip to Australia where in the Yarra Valley we were confronted 
by a line-up of lean, crisp wines most of which showed 
pronounced sulphurous, “struck match” character. Personally, I 
did not have a particularly negative reaction to the level of 
sulphides encountered in the wines tasted here. Where they 
were present my feeling was that most of the wines concerned 
had sufficient fruit ripeness to prevent sulphidic notes from 
dominating them. Generally these characteristics showed as 
more toasty notes. Wines that appeared to this taster to exhibit 
sulphide notes include the Pask Declaration Wines, both the 
Vidal Legacy wines, Esk Valley’s Winemakers Reserve 2017, 
Elephant Hill Reserve 2015, Church Road Grand Reserve 2017, 
Clearview Reserve 2015, Mission Jewelstone 2017 and Craggy 
Range Les Beaux Cailloux 2011. Both Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels 
2014 Te Mata Elston 2013 exhibited notably eggy aromas that 
dissipated with time.  

One piece of hopefully constructive criticism I would try and 
offer is that a number of producers kindly contributed technical 
data that was shared to the group via a drop box. Such detail is 
always really useful when reviewing notes made at a tasting. I 
appreciate gathering such information can be time consuming 
but these notes would have been more useful had a greater 
number of producers provided them. 
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Alun Griffiths MW gave an eloquent and richly-deserved vote of thanks at the end of the tasting on 
behalf of the MW group. It should be re-iterated that the wineries involved staged an excellent 

event which certainly achieved the stated 
goal of demonstrating to us the 
consistency of quality that is achieved by 
Hawkes Bay’s Chardonnays. The venue was 
an excellent location that enabled us to 
taste without outside distractions and the 
atmosphere created was a superb one in 
which to taste and discuss the wines 
frankly. This all served to make the event 
effortlessly educational. 

I believe the group left with its earlier 
impressions of the quality of New Zealand’s Chardonnays reinforced and a firm grasp of the 
important contribution of the Hawkes Bay region to the success of the variety in a New Zealand 
context. The group was very appreciative of the time and trouble taken to arrange this excellent 
event.   
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Dinner at Craggy Range 
Author: David Forer MW 

Entering into Craggy Range’s newly renovated restaurant dining room, the group of MWs knew they 
were about to start a lovely evening! The tables were arranged beautifully and the staff were 
standing ready to greet us.  

After everyone was settled in, a few speeches were made to welcome the group. First the General 
Manager of Craggy Range, Aaron Drummond, welcomed the group and introduced the assembled 
hospitality team that was going to take care of us for the night. It was obvious that hospitality is an 
important part of the customer relationship at Craggy Range.  

Then Dean Smith, the executive director of the Hawke’s Bay regional airport said a few words, 
highlighting how important wine was to the economic sustainability of the region. The airport had 
graciously contributed funds for our visit. Thank you!  

Next up was Casey MacDonald, the head chef for Craggy Range restaurant. He spoke about his 
desire to foster relationships with his providers, and spoke to how this was similar to wine. Close 
relationship with the growing community is very important to him, and feels this care and attention 
comes through in the final prepared food.  

The menu for the night was delicious. First was three shared plates: Bruce’s organic five spice fried 
shitake mushrooms, venison tartare, and confit of albacore tuna with tomatoes. Then for the main 
course, again served family style, we had a sensational slow roasted Patangata Station lamb 
shoulder. And to finish a lovely dessert of nectarine sorbet with elderflower poached peach.  

Many MWs mentioned that they loved that the food was served family style, allowing them to eat 
just the quantity they desired, important in a week-long wine trip!  

Also appreciated was the service of the wine. There were tables and ice-buckets set up, and one 
could just go up to those tables and serve oneself with whatever wine was desired. Another 
welcome moment of choice! And again, plenty of excellent Hawke’s Bay wines to choose from! 

There was also discussion amongst MWs of the advanced and sophisticated way that New Zealand 
wineries integrate hospitality with their businesses. They have certainly surpassed almost all 
European wineries with their welcomeness and ability to cater to the lifestyles aspect of the wine 
industry.  

At the end of the evening, all the MWs filed out, grateful for the lovely food and attention from 
Craggy Range! 

 

David Forer MW also filmed and edited the following video from this trip: 

https://youtu.be/tXJCCqaopyo 
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Day 4: Friday 22 February 
 

Wine Tasting & Lunch at Gladstone Vineyard, Gladstone, Wairarapa 
Author: Demetri Walters MW 

When one considers the Wairarapa regions, Martinborough dominates the imagination somewhat. 
This rather diminishes the equally noteworthy wines of the sub-regions of Masterton and Gladstone. 
Situated to the north of Martinborough, both Masterton and Gladstone share a similar climate to 
their larger sibling. This is largely exhibited by the near constant breeze that blows throughout the 
region. 

Angus Thompson (MD of Urlar in Gladstone) came on board the coach from a pre-arranged rendez-
vous on the edge of Gladstone. The region itself is 30 kms north of Martinborough, 10 kms east of 
the mountains that block incoming rain, and just 20 kms west of the coast. It lies 100 – 110 m a.s.l. 
compared to Martinborough’s 20 m a.s.l. Aside from the crop-thinning properties of the Antarctic 
breezes, the main viticultural influences are the Ruamahanga River and the Teranikau silt/loam and 
gravel. The latter reflects heat and light by day, though at night temperatures plummet to single 
figures even in the latter part of the growing season. Gladstone nights are subsequently cooler than 
Martinborough’s by several degrees. It is this marked diurnal shift that lends acidic piquancy and 
freshness to Gladstone wines. It also endows the wines with a lightness of body and colour 
compared to those of Martinborough. The singular feature of greater Wairarapa’s crop-thinning 
climate is reflected in the fact that it constitutes c.10% of NZ plantings but only 1% of NZ production.  

Much of the Gladstone region was first planted in 1981, including the Gladstone and Urlar vineyards. 
On driving through the latter, further viticultural perils became self-evident: bird nets applied at 
veraison, and reservoir-fed sprinklers to cope with frosts at bud-break (late October) that fall to – 
5⁰C. If the water runs out in their dam, Urlar have to resort to helicopters to dispel the frosts. These 
cost approx. NZ$1,750 per hour. Frequently though the inversion layer fails and no helicopter will 
help dispel the frosts. One relief is due to its North/South orientation, Gladstone avoids the worst of 
the wind and rain that come off Martinborough’s ‘Mundargi’ hills. 

The open tasting at the Gladstone Winery showed a fine array of producers, largely from Gladstone, 
including Urlar, Gladstone, Paddy Borthwick & Schubert, whilst Masterton was represented by 
Matahiwi. All of the wines showed bright fruit intensity, notable acidity, as well as an attractive 
tannic tension and lightness of being. This balance and delicacy came as a welcome surprise to many 
of us who had, hitherto, never tasted them. The generous lunch served shortly thereafter merely 
continued that happy and positive theme.  
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Regional Tasting at Ata Rangi by Wairarapa Winegrowers 
Author: Frank Roeder MW 

Helen Masters, Winemaker at Ata Rangi with an enviable reputation as one of the New World’s most 
respected Pinot Noir producers, welcomed the Masters of Wine group in the wine making facilities 
of Ata Rangi. She introduced the other 8 winemakers who represented various estates of 
Martinborough. 

Wilco Lam, winemaker at Dry River, described the regional development over the last 40 years as 
some kind of blood, sweat and tears. Unpretentious wines at the beginning got better by time 
thanks to a better understanding of the particularities of the region. The climatic situation of the 
region is very much dependent from the wind influence. As long as the winds are coming from west 
(mainly) or east, the region is protected by the mountain ranges in the east and the west, running 
north-south. But southerly winds from the Antarctic bring very low temperatures, resulting in spring 
frost danger. The cool temperatures together with a strong wind often results in small and uneven 
berries. The other great influence, the intense sunlight, enhances texture and structure of the wines. 

Our group was divided in 2 parts to ease the tasting inside and outside. 18 whites and 25 reds were 
on show, sorted by grape variety. Three Sauvignon Blanc (Craggy Range, Moy Hall and Grava) 
showed the diversity of styles in the region: Grava’s SB had only 10.5% alc. 

5 Rieslings (Te Kairanga, Coney, Julicher, Kusuda and Hamden) were pretty much close together in 
style and quality. All with residual sugar and a noticeable kerosene aroma mark them as easy to 
recognize as New World Riesling from a cooler climate. 

Four Pinot Gris and one Pinot Blanc were very different in style, varying between thick and fat 
Alsatian style and light bodied with or without remarkable residual sugar levels. 

Very exciting the 5 Chardonnay (Escarpment, Martinborough Vineyards, On Giants Shoulders, Te 
Kairanga and Palliser Estate), who showed a significant higher quality level than all other whites. 
Obviously Chardonnay is the region’s top performer for whites. 
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21 Pinot Noirs from 17 producers showed the strength of the region. High quality pinots with a price 
range from NZ$27.00 til NZ$100.00 showed an exciting diversity in style and a quality level which is 
fairly represented by the price. 

Surprisingly four Syrah (Kusuda, Coney, Dry River and Cambridge Road) showed a superb quality, I 
rated all Syrahs at 90 points or above. 

After the thanking by Andrew Corrigan MW the group departed in smaller buses for dinner. 

 

Wilco Lam, winemaker at Dry River Wines 

 
Dinner at Luna Estate Restaurant 
Author: Jack Whitaker MW 

The evening at the Luna Estate Restaurant started with a choice of aperitif of wine, beer or gin and 
tonic, with the latter proving to be extremely popular!  Aperitifs were accompanied by a constant 
supply of very tasty canapés.  

Earlier in the day we had tasted wines from the Gladstone and Masterton sub-regions of Wairarapa 
at Coney Vineyard and, in the afternoon from the Martinborough sub-region at Ata Rangi and the 
winemakers from both sub-regions joined us for dinner this evening.  

Dinner was served in a pleasant room with eight tables of eight and I had the pleasure of joining 
winemakers Marian Diemling of Schubert Wines and Paddy Borthwick (both from Gladstone), Joel 
Watson of Luna Estate, and Larry McKenna of Escarpment (both from Martinborough), together with 
Andreas Kubach MW, John Casson MW and Stephen Skelton MW. 
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We had an excellent dinner which consisted of the following delicious courses: 

 

These were accompanied by a selection of wines from the various producers, on our table:  

Escarpment Pinot Blanc 2016 Grava Riesling 2016 
Te Kairanga Chardonnay 2017 Kusuda Riesling 2012 
Paddy Borthwick Pinot Noir 2011 Escarpment Kupe Single Vineyard Pinot Noir 

2014 
Luna Blue Rock Single Vineyard Pinot Noir 2015 Urlar Pinot Noir 2013 
Schubert Syrah 2014 Cambridge Road Cloudwalker Pinot Gris and 

Riesling 2018 
Kusuda Syrah 2008 Gladstone Pinot Noir 2009 
Gladstone Pinot Noir 2007 Te Kairanga Runholder Pinot Noir 2017 

 

At the end of a very enjoyable evening Anne Tupker MW noted that the last MW visit to New 
Zealand in 2005 had not included Wairarapa and that she was glad that that omission had now been 
rectified.  She proposed a vote of thanks to all the winemakers, to the staff who had served a lovely 
meal and to Sarah for all the gins and tonics she had mixed, and the motion was enthusiastically 
carried with a round of applause.  
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Day 5: Saturday 23 February 

 

Wairarapa tasting: An evolution of Pinot Noir 
Author: Jane Boyce MW 

The picturesque, colonial town of Martinborough was the backdrop for what proved, to me at least, 
to be one of the most enlightening tastings of the trip. The impressive panel consisted of Guy 
McMaster, Paddy Borthwick, Helen Masters, Larry McKenna and John Kavanagh.  

 

 

 

Guy set the scene for us with a broad outline of the climatic conditions under which Pinot Noir grows 
in the Wairarapa GI. The storms from the Southern Ocean bang off the Kaikoura ranges and come 
straight up to this region meaning that yields here are around 4 – 5 tons per hectare compared to 8 
tons in Marlborough. He described this as a banker’s nightmare! But on the plus side the loose 
bunch architecture gives them ripe tannins and skins and the thickness of the skins means the wines 
are more savoury than the South Island Pinots. The tasting consisted of 4 flights of 4 Pinot Noirs. 
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The first flight exhibited the differences in geology and vineyard site as outlined to us by Guy. The 
two Martinborough wines, Grava 2016 and Luna 2016 had broader palates and more richness while 
the Paddy Borthwick wine from the free draining river gravels of Gladstone had brighter acidity.  

Flight 2 was introduced by John Kavanagh and was a story of “Place” narrowing down to the sub-
region of Martinborough as well as to winemaker expression. All the wines in this flight were from 
the 2016 vintage. The first 3 wines: Dry River Craighall, Te Kairanga John Martin and On Giants’ 
Shoulders were from the terraces while the 4th, Craggy Range Aroha was from the Te Muna Valley.  

All the wines had a significant proportion of whole bunch fermentation (ranging from 20% for the Te 
Kairanga to 65% for the Dry River). Larry McKenna made an interesting observation that vine age is 
important for the choice of using whole bunch. John Kavanagh commented that 2016 was a classic 
vintage, very similar in terms of degree days to 2008. Vintages in the region are very consistent 
temperature-wise but this is definitely “cool climate grape growing” when compared to Hawkes Bay. 
Paddy Borthwick made the point that there is a very strong sense of community within the region 
which is full of diverse ideas and will continue to be thus.  

Flight 3 consisted of 4 barrel samples all using the Boutes Grand Reserve Barrel and all from the 2018 
vintage but from 4 different wineries making wine in Masterton (Matahiwi – Clone 5), Gladstone 
(Urlar -Clone 5) and Martinborough ( Ata Rangi  – Abel Clone on Dara Block and Martinborough 
Vineyard – Abel Clone on Brewery Block). The particular characteristics of this Boutes barrel are a 
longer, slower toast yet enough of a toast to lose the sappiness of the oak. The two Martinborough 
wines stood out as significantly different in this group; they were bigger, richer and deeper with less 
acid and more of a savoury character than the Masterton and Gladstone wines. It was remarked 
that, in general, the amount of new oak being used is in decline. Helen Masters led the discussion on 
this flight explaining that, as producers of Pinot Noir, their reference point in terms of oak, is 
Burgundy.  In the early days the tendency was towards a high toast which initially people loved but 
experience and perhaps a growing confidence has led them to cast their nets wider. Each of the 4 
wines was a very different colour. The new oak was most obvious on the Martinborough Vineyard 
wine while the Ata Rangi was darkest in colour. Helen told us the Dara Block is quite new and they 
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are looking for fruitiness and length rather than overtly oaky character. A question was asked about 
clones: Te Kairanga are planting Abel and 277. Lots of changes are underway in terms of choice of 
rootstock with 101/14 no longer favoured as they need more vigorous rootstocks.  

 

(some of the delicious baked goods kindly prepared for our morning tea break  
by the winemakers of Wairarapa!) 

Our final flight featured 4 very impressive wines from the 2008 vintage: Kusuda- Martinborough, 
Martinborough Vineyard – Martinborough, Escarpment Kiwa – Martinborough and Schubert Block B 
– Gladstone. If the wines had one factor in common it was elegance. The Kusuda had great focus and 
was still youthful with a very poised, linear structure. The Martinborough had a developed nose with 
great intensity of fruit. The Escarpment had a beautiful perfume with freshness and silkiness on the 
palate. The Schubert was creamy and rich with plenty of potential for further ageing. Larry McKenna 
introduced this final flight telling us 2008 was a classic year for the district with not much frost 
damage, even bud burst and a big crop set. It was a dry summer with some welcome rain at 
veraison. Harvest started in ideal conditions and most of the Pinot Noir and Chardonnay were picked 
before the rain. 

Larry summarized with 10 key points about the progress they have made in Martinborough over the 
last 30 years: 

- More wild ferments / less added yeast 

- Most wines unfiltered 

- Picking earlier – more balanced / lower alcohol levels. 

- Whole bunch trend 

- They understand pinot noir better. In the early days fruit was key but now they are looking for 
more complexity 

- screwcaps 

- sustainability, organic and biodynamics 

- oak – generally less and better integrated which again leads to more complexity in the wines. 
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The mercifully uneventful Cook Strait ferry crossing. 

 
Tasting at Astrolabe of aromatic and sparkling wines 
Author: Jeremy Cukierman MW 

Our first tasting in the Marlborough Valley took place in a beautiful garden, with a large white tent 
surrounded by flowers and old trees. The focus was on aromatic grapes and sparkling wines, with a 
range of very perfumed nectars and very fresh bubbles. The occasion, if needed, to recall that 
Marlborough Valley is much more than Sauvignon Blanc and is characterized by a great diversity of 
sub-regions, of soils, of microclimates giving birth to a wide variety of grape varieties and wines. 

The tasting started with the traditional method pink sparkling wine called Rosé No.1. A 100% Pinot 
Noir, left on lees two years, fresh, focused, with wild strawberries and subtle yeasty notes.  

Other sparkling highlights included:  

- The Nautilus N.V brut. A cuvée produced since 1989, based on 70% Pinot Noir and 30% 
Chardonnay and aged on lees 3 years. A both vinous and delicate wine, with its nutty, biscuit, 
brioche flavored palate and its precise citrusy finish.  

- The Hunter’s MiruMiru (translating bubbles in Maori) Reserve 2013, with its bread, caramel and 
toasty notes. 

Then came the aromatic wines with:  

- A fresh and expressive Nautilus Albariño 2018, which showed that the grape variety can be a 
very good alternative for Sauvignon-Blanc.  

- The Riesling Astrolabe 2017, a Spätlese style with its 40g/l residual sugar, developing white 
flowers and pineapple notes, and a lime, zesty finish 

- The Wither Hills Pinot Gris 2018, a rich, medium-dry, creamy, unctuous, mouthfilling wine with 
ripe pear, butter and chamomile notes. 

- The Framingham Gewurztraminer F. Series 2018, off-dry, intensely aromatic, floral and exotic, 
deep and generous, with a perfumed Turkish delight finish.  
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- The Spy Valley Envoy Johnson Vineyard Gewurztraminer 2018, a fleshy, densely packed, 
exuberant wine, with fragrant ginger, rose and exotic fruit flavors, and a sweet, oily palate.  

But the star of the tasting was undoubtedly the No.1 Reserve Blanc 
de Blancs, produced by the talented Daniel Lebrun who came from 
Champagne to New-Zealand 40 years and should be nicknamed the 
father of the kiwi bubble. Now consulting for more than 40 clients, 
Daniel Lebrun is also still producing his own wines under the No.1 
label. This Blanc de Blancs Reserve, aged 8 years on lees, was truly 
excellent. It had a very autolytic, salty and yeasty nose, with white 
flowers undertones, while the palate was crisp, vertical, pure and 
taut, with very fine bubbles, a subtle creamy mousse and a very long 
chalky finish. Who says New-Zealand cannot compete with 
Champagne?  

Santé!    
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Day 6: Sunday 24 February 

 

4WD sub-regional vineyard exploration and tastings 
Author: John Casson MW 

Very sincere thanks to the various growers who gave up a Sunday to look after the MWs which 
followed on from the Sauvignon Blanc Celebration held in Marlborough in late January and special 
thanks to Clive Jones of Nautilus and Richard Ellis of Greywacke who masterminded the planning. 

Marlborough is the wine centre of New Zealand with nearly 25,000 hectares planted and 77% of 
overall New Zealand production; Sauvignon Blanc covers almost 20,000 hectares.  There are 11 
Sauvignon Blancs out of 67 Fine Wines of New Zealand (selected by a panel of six NZ based MW’s 
and a Master Sommelier) and all 11 are from Marlborough. It also seemed to have control of the 
weather as we saw the first drops of rain on the trip and most fortunately were inside for tastings 
when the two main squalls battered against the old barn at Auntsfield and the specially erected tent 
at Yealands; previously rain had only fallen around Christmas Day and briefly in late January. 

The scene was set at Constellation’s Drylands Winery with two illustrative tastings of Sauvignon 
Blanc. The first concentrated on regionality with a presentation by David Edmonds of six samples of 
Kim Crawford 2018 vintage from the sub areas of Rarangi, Upper Wairau, Southern Valleys, Awatere, 
Central Wairau and Lower Wairau.  The second looked at differences in style with examples from 
Clos Henri, Cloudy Bay, Greywacke and Hunters among several others.  

If 23 early morning Sauvignon Blancs do not energise the palate, the ensuing discussion of the newly 
created Appellation Marlborough Wine, a quality system just for the Sauvignon Blanc, was a cerebral 
challenge. The logo has just been registered after fierce opposition from France to the use of the 
word Appellation and the rules are that wines must be 100% from Marlborough fruit, bottled in New 
Zealand, sustainably produced and with a fairly generous restriction on maximum yield of 15 tonnes 
per hectare.  

 

The crocodile of fifteen 4 wheel drive Utility vehicles departed for the regional tour, each driven by a 
different winemaker / viticulturist with an instruction to MWs to change vehicle after each of the 
eight stopping points; this gave us an opportunity to meet a number of our hosts and enjoy some 
personal reminiscences about their involvement in the relatively new wine industry. The group 
stopped at the upper terraces on Bedford Road looking out on Hunters and Framingham wineries, at 
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Delta Hill overlooking Clos Henri, Marisco, Grove Mill and Spy Valley, and then to two vineyard sites 
at Clayvin and Yarrum.  My thanks to Damien Yvon of Clos Henri for a French perspective and to Stu 
Marfell for reflections of picking the first crop at Vavasour in the late 1980s as a schoolboy. 

 

We eventually at arrived at Auntsfield, the first ever vineyard in Marlborough with vines planted in 
1873 by David Herd and these remained in production until 1931; the Cowley family began the new 
varietal plantings in the 1990s. A welcome glass of Muscat from the original Auntsfield clone, lightly 
fortified to retain some residual sweetness, was served from the back of a 1928 Ford; more like a 
natural Minervois than a Beaumes de Venise in style. 

The second tasting took place in the original barn at Auntsfield and after looking at some Sauvignon 
Blanc and Chardonnay from the Southern Valleys / Waihopai Valleys the tasting then looked at 14 
Pinot Noirs travelling from West to East across Marlborough, from Clos Henri and Spy Valley in 
Waihopai via the Southern Valleys with Cloudy Bay, Dog Point and Greywacke to Brancott Valley 
with Giesen, and on through Ben Morven Valley with Auntsfield and Marisco and then finally to 
Taylors Pass with Wither Hills. Because of the dominance of Sauvignon Blanc it is easy to forget that 
Pinot Noir is around 20% of the vineyard area in Marlborough and that makes it the largest area for 
Pinot in New Zealand; newer plantings are being established in the Southern Valleys. 

By 2.30pm lunch from the Burleigh Pie Truck, well known to any pickers at harvest time, was a 
welcome interlude and soaked up some of the acidity from both Sauvignon and Pinot Noir and the 
travelling coffee van was not far behind in popularity either. 

A long drive on unmade roads led the party over Taylors Pass and to the Awatere River, somewhat 
swollen by the rain. Paul Bourgeois of Spy Valley, with whom I had enjoyed the Echelon 
Gewurztraminer at dinner in The Grovetown Pub the previous evening, was a cheerful and 
informative driver but it was Clive Jones of Nautilus, devoid of any passengers, who proved that the 
ford over the Awatere at Nina Brook was passable despite fast flowing water well over the axles and 
so all 14 other vehicles successfully crossed the river. 

 
Clive Jones, winemaker of Nautilus Estate, and intrepid river crosser... 
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This was to bring us to the Yealands winery and a warm welcome from Adrian Garforth in his 
capacity as CEO of Yealands and Chairman of the Institute of Masters of Wine. The initial vineyards 
were planted in the mid 2000’s by Peter Yealand, while a further 180 hectares are presently being 
planted so the shock of cresting the hill to see a carpet of green was slightly given away in advance. 
Yealands will be the largest contiguous vineyard site in the Southern Hemisphere at nearly 1000 
hectares. 

Average yields in Awatere are lower than in Wairau and it was initially Chardonnay that brought this 
more coastal area to consumer recognition. Vavasour was the first winery here, founded in 1986, 
where we tasted Sauvignon Blanc from the original plantings in 1986 and 1989 and Chardonnay from 
1989 whereas the first release from Yealands was only in 2009.  

In conclusion, this safari day illustrated the size and diversity of Marlborough which may eventually 
be referred to by reference to the various sub-regions rather than to the more general area. 
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Arbor restaurant, Blenheim 
Author: John Downes MW 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   The calm before the storm.                                                                            Ben Leggett & Roots. 

 

As well as tasting fine wines we were also were treated to some exceptional food as we covered 
New Zealand from top to bottom. Our visit to Arbor restaurant in Blenheim after a day’s safari 
through the rain-soaked, blustery Marlborough vineyards was up there with the best. 

“All our menus showcase local producers and Marlborough stories.  We’re surrounded by passionate 
people producing exceptional food and wine, so we have world class ingredients right on our 
doorstep”, smiled chef owner Bradley Hornby. His wife Liz, our brilliant hostess for the evening, took 
control of a noisy, excited group from the start, albeit from on top of a stool. 

Posh frocks and jackets were the order of the day as was gin and tonic on arrival, proudly presented 
as a masterclass by Ben Leggett the local producer of Roots Gin, “Juniper and coriander seeds are 
the only ingredients that are not sourced from New Zealand. Roots' juniper comes from the 
highlands of Macedonia, the coriander seeds from Bulgaria. The other local ingredients are 'Golden 
Special' grapefruit, native Kawakawa fruit, Motueka hops and gorse flower”, he explained. The 
queue for a second glass said it all. 

Amongst ever-increasing decibels, Liz led us into the restaurant. MWs quickly grabbed the menus 
which announced “our” sourdough, extra virgin olive oil, black garlic served with Big Eye Tuna Crudo, 
Crayfish, pickled celery, yuzu labne. The main course was Wild Fallow Deer, foraged pepper butter, 
smoked eggplant puree.  

  



48 
 
 

 

The Marlborough wineries hosting the evening were Astrolabe, Auntsfield, Clos Henri, Cloudy Bay, 
Constellation, Dog Point, Foley Family Wines, Giesen, Greywacke, Hunters, Marisco, Nautilus, Spy 
Valley, Wither Hills and Yealands. The winemakers turned out in force and dotted around the tables 
were perfectly positioned to field any queries on the variety of wines on show.  

The wines (see below) were a selection of aged wines and magnums; 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008 
Chardonnay, 2003, 2011, 2012 Riesling and 2011 Sauvignon Blanc were flashing around the tables to 
accompany the tuna and crayfish, “a privilege to taste such wines” was a comment on our table. It 
was interesting to see how the wine styles had changed over the years; some of the older 
Chardonnay vintages showing ripe oaked fruit with honey overtones. How times have changed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      The wines                                                                     The menu 

 
As expected, Pinot Noir dominated the red wines as 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016 
vintages were shared amongst friends. Inevitably, MWs’ favourite wines and vintages were as varied 
as the South Island weather.  

Bush Honey Crème Windsong plums, gingerbread crisp fennel pollen was accompanied by 
Greywacke’s Botrytis Pinot Gris 2013 although that didn’t stop the older Rieslings being poured to 
match this intriguing dessert.   

After dinner a selection of Cranky Goat Cheese and an exceptional Koki’s (Japanese) cotton 
cheesecake, with vanilla, blackberry gel was on offer in the bar which meant that we all found just a 
little more room after a brilliant dinner and a wonderful collection of wines.  
 
Arbor’s motto is “eat, sip, gather”. We certainly did that! 
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Day 7: Monday 25 February 

 

Specially Chartered Air New Zealand Flight to Christchurch, via Nelson 
Author: John Hoskins MW 

With the efficiency and discipline to which we were by now accustomed, the ‘Top Twins’ herded the 
motley crew to Blenheim airport in good time – just one return trip to the Quality (sic) Hotel for JHS 
to pick up some recalcitrant shades. 

Even the waiting room was a spectacular experience, with an unimpeded view of the Wither Hills in 
piercing morning sunshine. On the tarmac we gathered in front of the plane with the captain for the 
inevitable group selfie opportunity. 

After safety info from the charming crew, we took off up the Wairau Valley and over the Richmond 
Ranges; with a memorable view of the gleaming river as we steered left and could look back down 
the full length of the valley to the Marlborough Sound. 

Over to Nelson, the one significant wine region not on our itinerary. I’m assured by the locals of its 
beauty from the ground, but from the air it’s less pretty; flat and quite industrialised. More 
attractive were the hills behind (home to the renowned Moutere) and the thickly forested peaks, 
merging into snowy caps, as we went south. 

Then we lost the moment, with thick clouds blanking the view for half an hour until we reached 
Christchurch. It didn’t spoil our fun. We had been treated royally, and our gratitude to Air New 
Zealand for their generosity was and is profound. 
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Pyramid Valley Winery vineyard visit and lunch 
Author: Justin Howard-Sneyd MW 

After landing at Christchurch airport, we made friends with our first South Island driver, Trevor, and 
drove North to the North Canterbury region, centered around the town of Waipara. 

After an hour or so on the road, we turned in to the driveway at Pyramid Valley Vineyard, to be 
greeted by Steve Smith MW, and some of his team from Smith and Sheth, including Michael Henley 
who had joined us earlier in Hawke’s Bay. 

 

The original Pyramid Valley owners, Claudia and Mike Weersing, founded the property in 2000 after 
a long search for great Burgundy terroir. Mike had worked for a number of esteemed Burgundy 
domains, and had come to New Zealand to work at Neudorf. He soon became convinced that New 
Zealand was where they should start their own project. 

They chose North Canterbury as it was about as marginal as you can get in NZ, and because there 
was a combination of limestone and clay that is very rare in NZ – and much treasured by those 
enamored of the wines of Burgundy. 

At Pyramid Valley, they only have 1,000 growing degree days, compared to 1,150 in the warmer 
parts of Waipara. Their highest vineyards are at around 1,000ft (Steve actually said metres, but I 
think he mis-spoke). 

Pyramid Valley is currently only 2.2 ha, with vines planted incredibly densely at 12,500 vines per ha. 
It has been farmed biodynamically since the outset. 
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The property was bought by Smith and Sheth in August 2017. 

Steve told us a little about the history of the region. 

The first people came here around 1,000 years ago. 

What they found was Podocarp (a genus of southern hemisphere conifer) forest with birds 
everywhere. The Maori report that when they first arrived in these forests, they couldn’t hear 
themselves because of the noise of the birdsong. 

The Pyramid Valley region was home to loads of Moa – a giant flightless bird from the 
supercontinent Gondwanaland, related to the ostrich, emu and rhea, but only found in NZ, and now 
extinct. 

The Moa had one predator, the enormous, (and now also extinct except for occasional appearances 
in Lord of the Rings) Haast eagle – with a wingspan approaching 3 metres. It was a specialist Moa 
hunter. 

Preserved Moa bones have been found with scrapings on them from the claws of the Haast eagle. 

This is a much younger region than many others in NZ – the first vines were only planted in the 
1960s by John McCaskey. He planted his first vineyard to hybrids, but it was too close to a river, and 
it washed away a year or two later. Which turned out to be a good thing as replantings took 
advantage of the new plant material from noble varieties now available elsewhere in New Zealand. 

Ed Donaldson from Pegasus Bay then took on the narration of the history of the region, and 
explained how Danny Schuster came to the Waipara and started planting in the 70s. Most vines 
were then planted on own roots, as phylloxera was unknown in Canterbury until relatively recently. 
Even now, it hasn’t reached many vineyards, and own-rooted vines are only replaced when 
necessary, so many survive. 

Ed’s Dad Ivan, a neurologist in Christchurch, fell in love with wine, planted a small vineyard in 
Christchurch and registered garage as a winery. This became Pegasus Bay. Possibly the first of the 
garagiste?! 

Ivan and his wife Christine soon pressed their growing family of four boys into service as a source of 
cheap labour, and they used to pay the boys to produce vines from cuttings – at a rate of 5p per 
vine. Then Danny Schuster offered them 10p, and they switched loyalties! 

Steve had arranged a walk for us in the vines, so that he could show us the PV plantings, and explain 
a little bit about the soil structures.  
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To aid this endeavor, Steve had asked Dr Phil Tonkins, a now-retired professor of Geomorphology at 
Lincoln University to tell us more about how soils are created. 

(Importantly, we all had to disinfect our shoes before we walked among the vines, in case we 
unwittingly brought phylloxera or other unwelcome pathogens.) 

 

Dr Tonkins’ view is that soils are an indicator of the underlying landscape morphology and its 
stability. He enjoyed wine as a hobby and had become interested in the soil structure of vineyards, 
so that when an unspecified funding crisis hit the university, he realized he could supplement his 
income by surveying vineyards in the North Canterbury area. 

In the 1990s, he underwent a change of career, and recognizing the marketability of this knowledge, 
he got together with other Lincoln professors to produce viticultural soils report. It was never 
formally published, but is available online HERE. 

http://www.lincoln.ac.nz/PageFiles/22787/The%20Soils%20and%20Landscapes%20associated%20w
ith%20North%20Canterbury%20Wines_Sept14.pdf 
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He found willing clients in the Weersings, and they hired him to prospect some potential sites in 
North Canterbury, attracted by the limestone outcrops that appear in the area. 

In Canterbury, while there are limestone outcrops, there are not many where the soil actually has a 
carbonate element. The challenge was to find spots where the carbonate content was high, and 
combined with the presence of rich clays to result in potentially interesting vineyard land. And 
importantly where this overlapped with an area of sufficiently low frost risk. 

A property near Waikari seemed to fit the bill, and Pyramid Valley was born. A good profile of the 
property by Jamie Goode can be found here 

Dr Tonkins explained the broad geological history of the region. 

What had been shallow marine sediments through till the middle Cenezoic became uplifted and 
tilted by the collision of the X and Y plates, and became land. What we see today is a combination of 
the original bedrock, and the younger soils created by erosion, glacier and river action, to create 
gravels, clays and sands. 

The main layers are depicted below: 

 

The sediments of biological origin - formed a fine-grained limestone. 

Then a sandy limestone called the Weka Limestone. 

Whitish profiles are Waikari formations - 40-60cm topsoil, then limestone underneath. 

There is lots of soil variability here, as is common to any wine regions that have employed a soil 
scientist to study them carefully. 

There is also the frequent occurrence of Glauconite, which is a type of greensand clay. Plenty here to 
interest grape growers, and plenty of potential to find more suitable spots north and west of the 
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Weka pass which separates this subregion from the main body of the North Canterbury vineyard 
area around Waipara and Omihi. 

The Omihi soils are mostly sediments derived from river action, with relatively high fertility. Some of 
these soils have a high pH - up to 8 – which can result in potential chlorosis problems. 

The main part of Waipara basin comprises soils formed from large benches of river-borne gravel and 
sand mostly with a more acid pH of 5.5 

After our vineyard walk, we entered the shabby-chic PV winery, with small 2-3,000L Taransaud cuve 
tronconique, barrels and a little stainless steel occupying a small plywood-lined fermentation hall, 
and we tasted a wine each from 6 North Canterbury producers while we grazed a delicious lunch of 
home-made salads. 

Steve had suggested that since we had more formal opportunities to taste wine from the same 6 
producers in both a masterclass and a walk-around tasting, that we should use lunch to taste some 
of the more unusual wines from each winery’s portfolio, so we tasted: 

A vibrant dry Riesling from Black Estate 
A reductive but intriguing blend of Sem/Chard/Muscat/Gewurz from Pegasus Bay called Vergence 
A pithy, green-edged Orange wine from Pyramid Valley, made from Pinot Gris, Muscat and Gewurz 
A Pinot Noir from Greystone that had been fermented in bins in between the vines that grew it, in 
an effort to ensure a wild yeast ferment that was truly derived from the vineyard 
A sublime, mature, almost balsamic 2001 Pinot from Bell Hill called old Weka Pass Road, from 
magnum 
A delicate, Chinon-like Cabernet Franc from The Bone Line. 
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North Canterbury Masterclass: Soils, Sub-regions and Innovation 
Author: Linda Jotham MW 

A fascinating pre-lunch, walk- 
around tasting had whetted our 
appetite for this more formal look 
at the soils, sub-regional influence 
and innovation of North 
Canterbury producers. Steve 
Smith MW spoke of the 
producers’ particular love of 
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, 
explaining that each had chosen 
for this tasting a wine of those 
varietals to illustrate what they 
were striving to achieve in the 
region. 

Each producer outlined the dynamics of her/his site - soil and its characteristics, elevation and 
orientation, diurnal range, plant material - and Steve spoke of the wider influences on the region’s 
viticulture: the uniqueness of the Waipara valley running roughly North/South with hills on both 
sides, the Teviot Hills blocking cool sea breezes and the inland Southern Alps creating a massive rain 
shadow area “for all the bad weather from the Tasman”. 

First up in the tasting was a series of 
Chardonnay (see list below), producers 
providing further viti and vini detail for 
their presented wine. In discussion, 
similarities of style were identified 
particularly in the two wines from 
limestone soils (wines 1 & 4 below), but 
also in those from clay and limestone 
soil (wines 2 & 3) and those from 
gravelly clay (wines 5 & 6). The 
distinctive North Canterbury style of this 
varietal - different from styles seen to 
date on the trip variously at Waiheke 
Island, Hawkes Bay, Wairarapa and 
Marlborough - was commented on by 
MWs and comparison made with the 
classic Burgundian styles of Chablis and Macon.  

Similarities attributable to specific soil types were arguably rather less apparent in the following 
flight of Pinot Noir, each wine seemingly having a distinct character within the overall predominantly 
savoury regional presentation of the varietal, suggesting that on the evidence of this tasting at least 
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and at this moment in each wine’s life, other influences on the wine may be more dominant. It will 
be interesting to re-taste these wines as they age. The relative coolness of the region and its 
potential impact on phenolic ripeness in Pinot Noir was noted. Again, considerable detail of viti and 
vini techniques deployed for each wine was provided by the producers, enabling insight into their 
stylistic influences.  

A range of questions was taken from 
MWs by the producer panel and 
answered with reference to the 
producers’ varying experience, allowing 
for discussion of diverse topics such as 
the respective benefits of vines being 
grown on their own roots versus 
rootstocks, and the impact of climate 
change in the region. Picking up on the 
comparison made earlier with 
Burgundian styles of Chardonnay, Steve 
Smith MW concluded the tasting and 

discussion with an observation on the market opportunity for NZ - and thus North Canterbury - with 
wines from the same varietals at a more affordable price point.  

On behalf of the MWs, Demetri Walters MW thanked Steve and the panel for such an interesting 
tasting and all adjourned to a second walk-around tasting in Pyramid Valley’s winery, the wines from 
additional sites of Chardonnay and Pinot Noir shown here now being appreciated with a more 
nuanced understanding, thanks to the insights gained at the formal tasting. 

 

The wines tasted were: 

Flight I - Chardonnay 

2016 Pyramid Valley Field of Fire  

2016 Muddy Water 

2016 Black Estate Home 

2015 Bell Hill 

2016 Pegasus Bay Virtuoso 

2016 THE BONELINE Sharkstone 

 

Flight II - Pinot Noir 

2016 Pyramid Valley Earth Smoke 

2016 Greystone Thomas Brothers 

2016 Black Estate Home 

2015 Bell Hill 

2016 Pegasus Bay Prima Donna 

2016 THE BONELINE Waimanu 
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Tasting at Pyramid Valley winery, Waikari 
Author: Mai Tjemsland MW 

After a very interesting Masterclass we had a walk around tasting in the winery with seven very 
interesting producers. 

Bell Hill, owned by Manuel Giesen and Sherwyn Veldhuizen established the winery late nineties and 
presented Chardonnay 2014 and Pinot Noir 2014 plus Old Weka Pass Road Pinot Noir 2016 from 
vines planted around 1997-98. The wines where made with full or partial whole bunch fermentation, 
then soft crushing on the reds, and very little new oak on the reds gave delicate, fresh and fruity 
wines. 

 

Pictured: Marcel Giesen, Bell Hill Vineyards 

Black Estate, owned by Nicholas Brown and Penelope Naish, have 24-hectare Organic cultivated 
vineyards on 3 different hillsides plus a quality restaurant on the estate.  They showed 2016 
Netherwood Chardonnay with full barrel fermentation and MLF, 2016 Pinot Noir Damsteep grown 
on mainly lime and sands stone. 28 days on the skin and matured in French mixed barriques, gave a 
great structured wine with integrated oak aromas. They also showed an interesting 2017 Cabernet 
Franc, ripe and elegant herbaceous, with rich fruit matured in large Puncheons. 

The Boneline has on all their labels design from fossils, discovered in the Waipara River and some 
dating back 65 mill years in time… They presented 2018 Hellblock Riesling, about 30 g/l residual 
sugar well-balancing with fresh acidity and lower alcohol of 11%. Barebone Chardonnay 2016 had a 
lean elegant, mineral style, and Wai-iti Pinot Noir 2017 had great fruit structure with 15 month 
maturation in only old wood. The 2015 Iridium was a blend of Cabernet Franc, Merlot and Cabernet 
Sauvignon. 
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Greystone established in early 2000 and certified Organic about 10 years later, showed 2017 
Sauvignon Blanc, wild fermented in old wood, which gave a pleasant, touch herbaceous wine with 
fresh and ripe citric and stonefruit aromas.  

The 2017 Chardonnay was a riper style with integrated aromas of honey and vanilla. The Pinot Noir 
2016 had no fining or filtering, only a small part matured in new barrique and with partial whole 
bunch fermentation.   

Muddy Water was first owned by the East family and now the Thomas family also owning Greystone. 
Waipara actually means Muddy Water and the winery was the first certified organic in the area, and 
with plantings from 1993. Most of their vineyards are still ungrafted and if possible, the wines are 
wild fermented, unfined and unfiltered like the well-developed and elegant 2016 Pinot Noir with 
matured and elegant aromas. 

Pegasus Bay is one of New Zealand’s biggest producers and showed Bel Canto Dry Riesling 2017 
which in fact had a touch of skin contact. 

The 2017 Sauvignon Semillon, SB matured on lees and Semillon aged on oak was a really interesting 
blend with also great possibilities for aging. Prima Donna Pinot Noir 2015 was partial whole bunch 
fermented and with fruit from ungrafted vines and the maturation over 22 months in mixed barrels 
gave a very “classic” style PN with excellent structure and balance.  

At Pyramid Valley, we were met by Steve Smith MW, partner in Aotearoa New Zealand Fine Wine 
Estates. The winery has been certified Biodynamic for long and been one of my pleasures from New 
Zealand. Bought by Mike and Claudia in 2000, the whole farm is treated with Biodynamic 
preparations and as they say: all our cows, pigs, chicken, ducks, dogs and cats benefit from this! 
Pyramid Valley was also our host for Masterclass, lunch and tasting. We tasted Lions Tooth, 
Chardonnay 2016, with no manipulation, ripe fruit, great structure, touch on the higher side of 
alcohol (14,5%) but a very good example of the care behind the wine. Angel Flower 2016 grown on 
partial clay had aromas in a “old World “direction with forest ground, matured leaves, ripe fruit, 
balanced alcohol of 13,5 % and a very looong finish.  

It was a great tasting, with great people and great wines, so thank you so much for hosting us on a 
fantastic trip! 
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Day 8: Tuesday 26 February 
 

Rippon Wanaka Winery Visit and Masterclass: Central Otago Overview, Sub-regions and 
Landforms  
Author: Mary Ewing-Mulligan MW 

The MW group arrived at Rippon mellowed by the gorgeous scenery on the drive from Christchurch, 
including a stop at Lake Tekapo. Despite the beauty we had already seen, we marveled at the 
landscape of Lake Wanaka with vineyards surrounding it and mountains close behind. We were at 
the most northerly subregion of Central Otago. 
 

 

After a buffet lunch with the producers who would participate in the Masterclass, we gathered along 
a ledge of the winery overlooking Rippon’s vineyards while owner Nick Mills addressed the history of 
the region. A key point of his discussion involved the formation of the land: the Pacific plate pushing 
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into the Australasian plate, creating the Southern Alps of NZ (several mountains over 3000 m high), 
sedimentary rock crystallizing into schist to form the largest block of schist in the country, and the 
Alps serving as a rain shadow, with 50 to 10 meters of annual rain in the mountains dissipating down 
to 700mm of rain in Wanaka, the region closest to the Alps, and a semi-arid 200mm a year farther 
south in the region. The climate becomes hotter, colder and dryer downstream from the Clutha 
River, in Cromwell, Bannockburn and Alexandra; in fact, Alexandra, about 80 km from Wanaka, is 
NZ’s hottest, coldest and driest place. These differences were the topic of our tasting.  

The Masterclass featured seven wines, all 2016 vintage, each from a specific subregion of Central 
Otago.  

1 – 2016 Rippon “Rippon” Mature Vine Pinot Noir, Wanaka 

2 – 2016 Valli Gibbston Vineyard Pinot Noir, Gibbston 

3 – Mt. Difficulty Bendigo Ghost Town Pinot Noir, Bendigo 

4 – Amisfield Pinot Noir, Pisa 

5 – Wooing Tree Sandstorm Reserve Pinot Noir, Cromwell 

6 –Doctors Flat Pinot Noir, Bannnockburn 

7 –Two Paddocks Last Chance Pinot Noir, Alexandra 
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Commentary on 2016 vintage: 

A warmer vintage compared to 2015 and 2017 

Oct., Nov., Dec. dry; Jan. changeable; February cloud cover. 

A normal season in terms of timing but harvesting was compacted. 

A vintage that was considered great for everyone — vineyard owners and winemakers both. 
 

Commentary on the sub-regions: 

Before we tasted through all the wines, winemakers and growers addressed the nature of the 
regions. 

Wanaka (Nick Mills, Rippon; pictured above) 

• Wanaka is the area closest to the mountain divide. It is the most temperate of the 
subregions, with a strong lake effect for reflected radiation and frost mitigation. Average 
temperatures shift very little from summer to winter. Soils are young. This was the first area 
to be planted with vines. Today, residential housing is pressuring the availability of land for 
more vineyards on north-facing slopes.  

Gibbston (Jen Parr, Valli) 

• This area has loess deposits over schist and gravel soil. There are two terraces, a warmer 
lower terrace (320-340m) and a higher terrace, 350-380m. Wind is a factor. Gibbston is 
higher than other subregions and cooler, one of the last to pick, with harvest generally at the 
end of April. The wines tend to have high acidity and wild vegetation influences in their 
aromatics.  

Alexandra (Jen Parr, Valli) 

• Jen highlighted the contrasts between Gibbston and Alexandra, which is the most southerly 
subregion. Alexandra sits at a lower altitude, about 175m, and is warmer, with rocky soils 
that have slightly more clay. Frost is a risk, and there is a lack of humidity. Wide diurnal shifts 
moderate the heat and along with wind in the afternoons lend a somewhat cool climate 
nature to the wines, which tend to be spicy and red fruited. 

Cromwell Basin (Steve Davies, Doctors Flat) 

• This area on the western side of Lake Dunstan is a basin surrounded on three sides by 
mountains; it encompasses the areas of Cromwell, Lowburn and Pisa. Its formation occurred 
over several Ice Age periods, 650 thousand years ago for the highest terraces, 450 years ago 
for the intermediate terraces and finally 150 years ago. The soils are defined as semi-arid 
here, as well as in Bendigo and Alexandra. These soils are free draining with low organic 
content, low clay content and chemical weathering through which clay evolves to calcium 
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and high pH “energetic lime.” The climate is also semi-arid, with less than 400mm of rain 
annually. Most plantings occupy lower terraces and the valley floor. 

• Cromwell Basin is the largest of the subregions and the warmest on average. Lowburn is one 
of the warmer areas and has few northerly slopes, but Pinot Noir can ripen on flatter land. 
Bendigo consists of a ridge and gentle slopes below; it is warmer yet, with high sun 
exposure, creating wines with darker fruit and structural tension. Bannockburn is a warm, 
dry area with two distinct sections, Cairnmuir and Felton Rd. Wines typically show spicy, 
darker fruits with fine tannins that are well-defined.    

 

Group discussion 

Following the tasting of the wines, a lively discussion ensued. The most common observation among 
the MWs was that the wines seem lighter and more delicate than in the past, with less oak and a 
finer articulation of fruit. “Generous, supple, vibrant wines.” “Tannins are well-integrated and will 
stay in place as the wines age.” “Delicacy within intensity.” “Purity of fruit, and intensity of flavor 
without weight.” 

Producers addressed these impressions with discussions of tannin, ripeness and oak. 

• Tannins: 

o They approach tannin differently now, for a less heavy-handed effect. Vine age has 
given them more noble phenolics to work with. They are in the fortunate position of 
being able to “let the wine happen” rather than “going out and getting it.”  

o There is less extraction now. Their opportunities have become greater because there 
is more phenolic material to extract. 

o In a warmer vintage such as 2016, they could opt for delicacy in the wines by picking 
at lower sugar levels, because the grapes had physiological ripeness. 

• Ripeness: 

o Vine age has enabled less irrigation, with energy diverted into seeds, skins and 
stems. They can now harvest on flavor and phenolic ripeness which enables lower 
alcohol.   

• Oak: 

o Regional variations can show through because of less oak, creating more 
transparency in the wines. This is a result of the confidence that producers now 
have. 

Asked how they themselves would differentiate Central Otago Pinot Noirs from those of other 
regions, Jen Parr demurred. “We’re not trying to create a style,” she said. And then she enumerated 
the region’s unique features, as if to deflect competitive analysis. Central Otago is the only semi-
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continental climate in New Zealand, with no maritime influence. Producers have less tendency to 
grow grapes in less good areas and they maintain low crop levels. The wineries are smaller here and 
the volumes are low.  

Her response revealed the community-mindedness of the Central Otago producers, who seem 
driven to understand their vineyards more and more clearly for the sake of making Pinot Noir that 
reflects their unique region. An outgrowth of this spirit of community is the collaborative nature of 
the region’s producers and their openness to share and discuss their wines with outsiders. As Nick 
Mills said in his opening remarks, “Collectivity and communication have got us where we are.”  

The impression of community and openness that we first witnessed at Rippon intensified at every 
subsequent event in Central Otago.   

 

Cloudy Bay the Shed, Northburn, Central Otago 
Author: Matthew Stubbs MW 

The evening of 26th February was spent at Cloudy Bay’s Central Otago facility, “The Shed” at 
Northburn, situated on the eastern side of Lake Dunstan just south of the sub-region of Bendigo. 

This was a very relaxed and informal affair in a teepee located in the gardens of this lovely estate. 
After a glass of Akarua Brut NV and some brief welcome speeches from Jim White of Cloudy Bay, our 
host for the evening, and Paul Pujol from Prophet’s Rock, it was then a chance for a walk around 
tasting accompanied by some excellent food provided by the “stoakers”, a sort of smoker in a barrel. 

This was our first chance to taste some whites from Central Otago, a selection of grape varieties and 
wines from vintages ranging from 2017 to 2013 were on show. 

Some lovely ripe Chardonnays from Gibbston Valley, Te Kano, Amisfield and Felton Road, 
complemented by some fine Rieslings from Rockburn and Ceres and an unusual Riesling/Grüner 
Veltliner blend from the versatile Burn Cottage. 

The red wines were exclusively from Pinot Noir with a very comprehensive showing from many 
producers in Central Otago. This was not only an opportunity to test our new found knowledge of 
the sub-regions of Central Otago but also a chance to take a closer look at vintages for Pinot Noir in 
this region. 

Some very youthful wines from the 2016 vintage were followed by a generous line-up of the 
extremely charming and approachable 2015s, a quite opulent and accessible vintage. 

Three wines from 2014 showed that there is real substance and structure in this underrated year. A 
smaller number of wines from the much heralded 2013 vintage were also on show. This is a vintage 
that seemed closed in its youth but is now beginning to show the structure and class that the initial 
hype promised. 

Finally, there was a good flight of wines from vintages 2012 back to 2008 finishing with a striking 
magnum of Quartz Reef Bannockburn Pinot Noir from the latter vintage. 
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The overall impression was that these wines really do have ageing potential. There was not an 
animal or earthy note to be seen, 10 years on they still retain that pristine red berry fruit for which 
this region is so well known. 

A very big thank you to all the Cloudy Bay team and to all the Central Otago producers (listed below) 
who so generously provided their wines for the event.  The tasting not only confirmed how diverse 
this region is but also how well Pinot Noir in Central Otago can age. 

Producers: 

- Cloudy Bay 
- Gibbston Valley 
- Te Kano 
- Amisfield 
- Felton Road 
- Rockburn 
- Ceres 
- Burn Cottage 
- Carrick 
- Lowburn Ferry 
- Mount Edward 
- Grasshopper Rock 
- Prophet’s Rock 
- Valli 
- Domain Road 
- Chard Farm 
- Aurum  
- Wooing Tree 
- Mt Difficulty 
- Terra Sancta 
- Providore 
- Maude 
- Akitu 
- Doctors Flat 
- Two Paddocks 
- Quartz Reef 
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Day 9: Wednesday 27 February 

 

Viticultural Considerations 
Author: Mollie Battenhouse MW 

 

Rudi Bauer – Quartz Reef winemaker (previously Rippon and other NZ wineries) 

Recap from yesterday – 2016 Vintage – sets the scene for today’s tasting. 

What categorizes the 2016 vintage was the long warm summer 

2015 Vintage overview  

Different from 2016, back to long term averages 

What categorizes the 2015 vintage was the cool wet spring, quite different from the long-term 
averages.  They were worried about what was going on – lovely consistent sunshine till first of 
February. Long term graph tracks beautifully and then it plateaus off. Brought consistency to the 
weather and therefore viticulture has been fairly consistent, not too reactionary.   

To categorize Otago weather, most years, if you have bad weather before Christmas, then January is 
good, so there’s a sense of waiting and anticipation that mother nature is going to even things out.  
Trust the process and the site and try not to be too reactionary in terms of viticultural processes.  
Last year hottest summer on record, this year it’s raining and cold.  2019 is tracking relatively similar 
to 2015. Hopefully 19 will be a reflection of 15. 

Rudi has called everyone who has wines in this tasting, and the stories that he has heard when asked 
about their viticultural considerations, there’s lots of certified organic, biodynamic, or in conversion, 
or properties waiting to take the next step, what comes out of it most is this preemptive concept of 
viticulture rather than reactionary.  Try to set up and be ready for balance and vine health going 
forward.  Rather than reacting to something and having to use technology to correct some of these 
things.  They all talk about different things that are happening to them, but really the overriding 
factor was this pre-emptive thinking.  

Don’t want to get caught out by, and you have to anticipate disease pressure, particularly from an 
organic point of view. What actually gets you nervous towards ripening is the water holding capacity 
of our soils. We need to figure out how to increase this.  This year, Nick might have seen some color 
change in the vineyards due to dryness, we needed rain. 

Water stress late in season, when to irrigate and when to not irrigate, if you irrigate too much, vines 
will prematurely ripen your fruit.  

Nick’s answer:  Know your site – Every site is different.  There can be large differences in soil over a 
relatively small area.  3 soil types, On the terraces at Peregrine, in one row, 3 soil types, makes it 
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challenging for irrigation.  You see the effects of overirrigating more often, people ger nervous about 
dry conditions.  Learning as we go along, NZ Wine Growers doing lots of research.  Mark Kresnow is a 
researcher involved in using the Pressure bomb to measures vines’ water potential rather than 
looking at the soil (water content of leaf and stem) because what you see in the soil is not what you 
necessarily see in the vines. When you know the site, if you’ve been on a site for, if you’re using 
technology, you get a feel for when you need to irrigate.  Most people rushing around doing lots of 
jobs don’t get a feel for their site They could use this technology to dial into how much wines the 
vines actually do need.  It’s staggering to see how little water they do need. Makes a new 
perspective on irrigation and the use of it - Frugal may be best way to describe it. Understanding the 
site is the most Important thing because the soils are so varied, it’s critical to know how much water 
to put on.  

Consistently Look @ canopy – feel the canopy, inspect the leaves, walk the vineyards, get a feel for 
the space, tune in more. If the leaves are shiny like the nose of a dog, you know it’s in good shape, a 
little shininess and you can touch the leaves, lush and soft, they’re ok, not dry and crumbling.  
Consistently look at the sites, inspect them, feel them, what’s the best for the vines for us. 
Ultimately, we want fruit, have to find a happy relationship between what the vine wants to do and 
what we want the vine to do. 

Lucky thing we have is these sites, these wines in front of you, they sit on 10-15 year old blocks, 
quite close to the production facilities or winery, or (like Rudi does) have a big shed out there for 
biodynamics and be out in the vineyards all the time. It’s quite easy to get a feel for how they’re 
doing. Having conversations with each other (winemaker to winemaker) all the time helps us to tune 
in. 

Diving in to the wines. Freshness and delicacy characterize the 15. Less tannin in 15 – cold start to 
the season, plateaued to a gentle autumn.  

To categorize the 2015 vintage as a whole, the wines have a lot of tension.  Wines from 17 have an 
extra degree of precision over 2014 although the years looked similar from tracking the weather and 
rain on the graph. 

1. Carrick Bannockburn PN 2015 – certified organic for 10+ years 

2. Burn Cottage Vineyard PN 2015 – set up biodynamic since day 1, 2003 10+ years 

3. Lowburn Ferry Home Block 2015 – in conversion 

4. Mount Edward Pinot Noir 2015 - 10+ years certified organic 

5. Quartz Reef PN = certified Organic 10 and Bio 10+ 

6. Grasshopper Rock Earnscleugh 2015 – SWNZ certified sustainable 

7. Ceres Inlet Pinot Noir 2015 – Dicey brothers, SWNZ accredited, looking at converting 

Is it safe to say that because it’s drier here, is it more suitable for Organics?  No, not really, maybe 
for the canopy, pressure of disease, possibly, but for the soil health, nutrition and “the rest of it” it 
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can be a real struggle. In some places, organic matter in the soil can be 0 or 0.3 we are trying to get 
to 1,2, 3%, but with the lack of rainfall, it can take a lot of time. 

Sometimes, the timing of spraying and our compost has to be done at specific times of year when 
there is rain, otherwise it would dry out. 

 

Change in style in Otago 

Question:  Obviously winemaking has changed, but has the viticulture changed?  How? What are 
people doing differently here than they were 6-8 years ago?  The focus has always been on balance 
but we’ve gotten better at it.  Question: When you say you’re “better at it” are you saying the vines 
are better at balancing or are you being more proactive?  Now, the vineyards are coming into better 
balance, where to start we were more proactive. 

Pursuit of vineyard balance 

Vine age has contributed to better balance (15-year-old vines). The first 10 years are just getting an 
understanding of your site. Before there was nothing there, you’re understanding your site and how 
to grow vines on that site.  There’s been a lot of new people coming into Otago in the last ten years 
don’t understand the region. 

Understanding the site 

How to grow on that site (Nick 8-10 years to understand Otago and grow vines here, more trust in 
the process and the site. Young people coming out of uni have a big learning curve. In learning some 
new ideas along the way, we’ve hopefully started to bring that balance together, we don’t have to 
do everything on that site to make the vines do their work, trust the process and your site.  The 
curve is a bit steep for some people, because you learn x,y,z, and they have to learn to unlearn that 
and trust the site and look at history.  

James Dicey @ Ceres:  James’ main concern over his site, was that the site was over vigorous in 
areas, conversion, some philosophical ideas about cultivation, he’s concerned about organic matter, 
thinking about the vigor of his vines, thinking about irrigation and under-row mowing under the 
vines helped to reduce vine vigor  by introducing a little competition and bring vine into better 
balance (less shoot thinning, dropping less fruit).   

Average density; 4-5000 vines/hectare is quite high compared to what it was the year before and is 
the density now. 

We have far more information knowledge and experience now.  Org, Bio and god knows what, if 
we’re still not able to grow and understand and be a vineyard shepherd rather than being a vineyard 
manager – there’s a relationship. don’t get confused that ultimately you have to be a great 
viticulturist and a ultimately a good winemaker to achieve what we have on the table – addition to 
be extremely responsible to the land, that there is another dimension of what is reflected in the 
wines.  Please keep this in mind and remember that you ultimately have to get the basics right or 
you can’t go to the next level. 
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SWNZ – The real value of program is that no matter what you’re doing or how you’re going about it, 
it creates a mentality of recording – what, when, why, how often.  In the case of making the step of 
whatever it is that you’re doing now into a new regime you have that diary as a back-up.  If you’re 
feeling ill, write down all the foods you’re eating, write it all down, look at it after a month and see 
how you’ve gotten to where you are. Over time if you put that into other habits in your life, you can 
find areas to make a change. That's making that change from sustainable accredited to organic or 
other programs.  Just the fact that you’re purely recording everything and following this process, you 
can find what processes need to be tweaked, changed.  Look closely at regimes to see where 
changes can be made to the process. Record and Reflect.   

There was a question about organic farming and making money in terms of yields “What tonnage 
makes a good wine?”  Yields:  4.5 tons/hectare – this is a sweetspot in terms of making enough wine 
to make some money, can’t be green if you’re in the red.  In terms of making money and being 
organic, maybe you’ll never be 100%.  The intent is the most important part to give it your best shot 

Comments by Rudi:  in Australia we can talk about Otago PN somewhat.  Maybe in the UK too, but in 
other markets, the further you get from NZ, you’re not trading in Otago, Pinot Noir or other grape 
varieties, the wines become just another NZ wine.  With organics and sustainable practices going 
forward become more of a selling/talking point.  These add a value to NZ wine, but three is a risk 
there of NZ wines becoming a commodity then this question of economics will become more fierce. 
 

Harvest is coming, and on the 1st of April labor costs went up $1.70/hour, weekly outgoing cash will 
go up 500-$100/week. It’s a huge consideration.  AT 4.5 tons the wine will have to sell for $45-
$50/bottle. If at 6 tons, can get away with $36.  

NZ Winegrowers and Sustainable Winegrowers NZ did a side by side comparison – costs are tracked 

Farming are the same if not cheaper for organics but there is a cost to getting set up. Organics is 
more economically sustainable as a grower, can you make $25 PN organic and be profitable? It can 
work. It’s an evolutionary process. 

 

Economic Considerations:   

Question: “Are you seeing price pressure?  Otago has always had a premium for PN and been able to 
sell for more $.”  

Responses:  There is more central Otago PN made in Marlborough than in Otago. It's a business. 

Study on yeast strains – wild forms. Marlborough has a large amount of yeast strains due to the 
variety of different fruit sources coming into there.   

Value of NZ grapes = Otago PN is $4.5-$5000/ton 
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Back to Viticultural Considerations:  

Burn Cottage used to have very little topsoil but now they have about 30 cm of topsoil and are 
happy about that.  If they had the opportunity to do it again, they would have planted more trees, 
they would have planted more of an ecosystem, a balance of human/animals etc. This needs to be 
established early, it’s too difficult to do later.  The same viticulturist worked at Northburn, where it 
would get to 37 degrees C@7:00 pm highest temperatures of the day; @ Burn Cottage, here the 
highest temp recorded was 28 degrees C @ 4:00 pm. 

Heat summation, where is it happening, what is the aspect of the vineyard, what side of the valley 
are you on? This is a big viticultural consideration.  Different clones, aspects, rootstocks, soils, etc, 
this is the thing he’s thinking about the most. 

Question about Vintages we’ve been tasting. “What vintages should we recommend, aged Otago PN 
2-3 years old, or younger?“ 

Now we are holding back young wines to release 3-4 years after – not young. The 15’s are still 
vibrant.  After 3-4 years you know what you’re getting, it’s important to age them. 

Burn Cottage PN takes a few years before you known what the wine is like. 

In the Hong Kong market we wait 3-4 years, they appreciate older vintages. 

Auckland, like younger wines, can’t wait to see the ‘17’s.  A second tier PN on their own Rootstocks 
@ Carrick.  Stress is high, shallow rooting rootstocks on dry topsoil = very stressed vineyard topsoil 
dries out very quickly.  Style of wine is light and delicate, doesn’t age very well, sell for $30-$35, the 
‘18 will be released in March 2019, will be sold out before December.   

Question – how much are you holding back?  From a viti point of view, must look at the balance 
between drinkability and ageability.  Maybe they’re losing a beat by not having older vintages 
available for the local markets. How will they know how fantastic the good vintages are if they're not 
getting them? Consumers have less to offer, there’s no space to store the wines.   

’15 vintage – can drink now but wines will be better if you wait 

Coming back to viticulture, looking at the ‘13 vintage, it was an extraordinary year firm shoulders up. 
Had firmish tannins. 

What would you have changed in vintages like 2013 in the vineyard?  Looking at the data, 13 to 14, 
for us it was the water holding capacity, consider the extraction in the ferment.  Wines are far better 
handled now 16’s and 17’s.  (Nick) Trusting the process more.  not panicking, making decisions based 
on not understanding the fruit properly.  Picking is a massive relief and then you can relax. Hindsight, 
you could have waited. At this time, working long hours, and if you pick, then you can relax and 
make the wines. 

Question:  What happens outside of the vineyard? What are you putting back what once was? 
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One of the things we are putting back is a native plant nursery. Nick was instrumental in collection of 
seeds of native plants from the region, 10 years ago.  Now want to spread that seed ‘down the river’. 
Restoring native habitat around the region, there is a community organization, but each property is 
working on native regeneration as part of sustainability. Waterways, shrubs to attract the native 
birds, mental well-being of community.  Paying a living wage, stable employment for the community.  
If work is a stable happy place, this translates to home life as well. People can raise their families 
here and stay here. 

Question: we've looked at lots of Pinot, what is happening in terms of Central Otago Chard – P Gris, 
where are Chenin? PB? Albarino? 

There’s #1 and #2 white, look at Chardonnay. Storm of CO Chard will be hitting shelves soon.  
Beautiful expressions of chardonnay – seeing great depths of quality. Pinot Gris getting better and 
better and better, consistent. 

Riesling – consistent as a white wine - might get a little jealous of the chardonnay. 

Sparkling – good quality, increasing but small volumes 

Gruner – some highlights only, still a long way to go 

Gewurz – some stunning  

Cab Franc – a few blocks in the ground 

Gamay – a little bit here 

If you look at grape supply, there’s no way you’re going to get Chardonnay because it’s all locked up.  
We’ve planted a lot of Chardonnay. It’s a wave that’s coming, we can figure out how to do well with 
it.  

Question:  What drives that change? What’s made people say “Chardonnay” that’s what we want? 

Answer: We started off in the early days to make chardonnay, we knew that we wanted the 
direction of Chablis, but deep down we wanted to make white burgundy, but this was not working. 
had to think about the things that they have in their region, stunning acid, less oak, not blowsy. We 
found a place where it fits in, cutting out what we said we’d never do. 

At Carrick, we make about 1000 cases of Sauvignon Blanc. Too many thiols in the SB, trying to get 
phenolics, going backwards with this grape variety, they in fact they wanted to make a Pinot Blanc.  
Pulled it out (the SB) and planted pinot blanc, that’s what they wanted to make.   

Going back to the community as a viticultural consideration, from where we are@ Carrick – right by 
river, on sandy soils, so what we farm on that land is going into the river. People swim there, 
recreational activities, don’t care that grapes are on the hill, but they would care if they ruin the 
water.  Lots of dairies on the river, other farms (elsewhere in Central Otago and NZ). Dairy pollutes 
rivers – backlash - want to preserve water. Workers eating with dirty hands, didn’t want to feed 
them pesticides.  
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Question:  It’s my understanding that there is about 30% of Central Otago fruit going out of Otago.  
Wines being made out of the region, rather than here.  Big versus Small in terms of a producer in a 
wine community, what are the dynamics.  Big guys buying fruit and land.  Potential of having Central 
Otago on the label, but might not care as much about the land, they can make a $20 PN with 
economies of scale.  Do they care as much? 

Answer:  In a perfect world they’d close the gates and say make it all here. Would impinge on their 
freedom to do what they’re doing now.  We’ve had the freedom to plant, go, learn, but if you close 
the door and say no one allowed – don't think we can do that.  These big boys, they also open doors 
in other markets that we can't.  Not sure how we’d implement something to keep this from 
happening.   

Are we at risk of commoditization? Yes.  We are set up to weather the storm. As long as we can keep 
the vines in the ground and not get taken over by urban sprawl, that would be good.  

We have enough backlog of data to help us find investors.  These investors want something they can 
be proud of. They do it for love, passion, wineries as a 2nd businesses.  

Comment:  It’s up to us to tell the story – drink these wines for these reasons.   

Winemakers comments:  NZ wine not integrated into the culture.  Wine still seen as alcohol – wine 
needs to be integrated into NZ culture.  Even in a very short time, we are making an enormous 
impact in shaping NZ wine history, this must be understood. Run by people with vision, foresight, 
and enormous long-term commitment. Grapevines are a long-term commitment, it’s a – cultural 
treasure. Needs to be translated into something people can understand. Can’t just say it, have to do 
it. 

 

 

Vineyards in the Gibbston Valley sub-region 
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Central Otago tasting 
Author: Natasha Hughes MW 

Even before the group arrived at the stunning setting of the Lake Dunstan Yachting Club, there was a 
growing consensus among us that Central Otago’s Pinot Noirs were more stylistically diverse than 
we had previously realised. There was also broad agreement that the wines were more refined and 
elegant than they had, perhaps, been in the past. 

The open-pour tasting at the lakeside club served to reinforce what we had already discovered 
during the course of the earlier, more structured tastings. Twenty-seven producers showed two 
wines each. Pinot Noirs dominated, although a handful of other wines were also shown, including a 
brisky, bready Methode Traditionelle Blanc de Blancs 2013 from Quartz Reef and a promisingly 
perfumed Gamay from Mount Edward.  

The two Pinot Noirs shown by Two Paddocks provided a textbook example of the stylistic differences 
we’d learned to expect between the cooler Gibbston and warm Bannockburn. The former, 
exemplified by The First Paddock 2016, showed Gibbston’s typical fine-boned, linear structure and 
savoury herbal fruit, while the 2017 Fusilier from Bannockburn was rich and dark fruited, with a 
density that promised a long future. Similarly, Valli’s Gibbston Vineyard Pinot Noir and Bendigo Pinot 
Noir (both 2017s) showed the contrast between the savoury, grippy style of the cooler vineyard and 
the power and weight of warmer Bendigo. 

Other standouts included a pair of perfumed wines from Prophet’s Rock. The velvety, tangy Home 
Vineyard 2015 was vinified solely by Paul Pujol, while the intense, complex Cuvée Aux Antipodes 
2017 had been made in partnership with de Vogüé’s François Millet. Equally impressive were the 
elegant, layered pair of wines shown by Felton Road (the Bannockburn and the Block 5, both from 
2017) and the supple, elegant wines from Burn Cottage (the 2017 and the 2012). The pretty, 
perfumed Breakneck Reserve 2017 from Amisfield and the graceful, poised Lowburn Ferry 
Homeblock 2017 were also head-turners. 

After the tasting, we were served a lunch that was light and refreshing, albeit long on flavour, 
featuring zesty salads, creamy frittatas and that Kiwi classic, bacon and egg pie  
 
 

. 

The view towards 
Northburn and Bendigo 
vineyards, across Lake 
Dunstan 
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Felton Rd, Bannockburn 
Author: Philip Harden MW 

We arrived at Felton Rd in Bannockburn, Central Otago on the afternoon of the 27th of February 
2019. The Elms vineyard and winery were looking resplendent in the afternoon sun. We were hosted 
by Blair Walter the chief winemaker who has been at Felton Road since 1997.  
 

 

 
We stood outside the winery next to Block 3 discussing soil types (some variation with heavy soils 
and gravel at the top (soil areas used to be vinified separately but now vinified together)), 
clones  (Abel on 3309 for block 3) all at an elevation of 260m, which gives a little more rainfall taking 
a little longer to warm in spring than lower lying vineyards, such as Cornish Point which is harvested 
1-2 weeks earlier then Blocks 3 & 5. 

Block 5 adjacent to Block 3 has some Pommard clones. The vineyards have 11 clones in total and 
they like Abel the most, which were originally planted in 1992.  

We then proceeded inside for a sit-down tasting of 7 wines titled "Winemaking Considerations and 
Evolution of Style" "2017 Vintage". 

The 7 wines were from Akarua, Chard Farm, Maude, Aurum, Felton Road, Prophet's Rock and 
Gibbston Valley.  

We had an interesting discussion about the wines and their style evolution and putting this 
information together, with that gathered from other tastings on the Central Otago leg of the trip of 
older vintages, it was possible to see that there is a style evolution. The evolution is not uniform 
across all producers but there definitely seems to be a trend towards less extraction, less new oak 
use and a slightly gentler handling of the fruit in the winery.  
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The region is still very young in Old World terms and the winemakers are only now getting used to 
their soils being planted with mature vines, the quality is high, the improvements are happening all 
the time and it all promises to be a great century for Central Otago Pinot Noir. And Felton Road is at 
the forefront of Central Otago quality. 
 

Winemaking Considerations and Evolution of Style at Felton Road 
Author: Olga Crawford MW 

A much-anticipated discussion on style and winemaking of Central Otago Pinot Noir followed a short 
vineyard visit at Felton Road.  

Led by Blair Walter of Felton Road and with the commentary support of Lucie Lawrence of Aurum 
and Christopher Keys of Gibbston Valley, seven wines were presented from 2017 Vintage: 

1. Akarua RUA Pinot Noir, Pisa & Bannockburn 

2. Chard Farm Viper Vineyard, Pisa 

3. Maude Pinot Noir, Lowburn & Queensberry 

4. Aurum Madeleine Pinot Noir, Lowburn 

5. Felton Road Pinot Noir Block 3, Bannockburn 

6. Prophet’s Rock Home Vineyard, Bendigo 

7. Gibbston Valley Reserve Pinot Noir, Bendigo 

As Blair explained, the winemakers in Central Otago have a strong sense of collaboration. They all 
have similar backgrounds with strong focus on small estate grown Pinot Noir and a well-defined 
route to market for their wines that allows for a healthy segmentation and for them to focus on 
building collective knowledge and sharing. That led to the development of their main marketing 
body, Central Otago Pinot Noir LTD, and other influential programs such as the Southern Pinot 
Workshop – modeled after the Steamboat Pinot Noir Conference in Oregon, and the Burgundy 
Exchange program, where in over 10 years, over 100 young stagiaires have been exchanged between 
Burgundy and Central Otago. 

We then proceeded to taste the seven wines and each wine was discussed separately to highlight its 
story. 

Wine 1: 2017 Akarua RUA Pinot Noir, Pisa & Bannockburn 

Rua means “two” in Maori, which is a playful way for Akarua to name their second wine. 

Priced at NZ$25 and produced at approximately 22,000 cases annually, this wine was selected to 
highlight that Central Otago Pinot noir can exist in an entry price point. Yields are relatively high, 
estimated in the 8-10 tons/hectare range, but the resulting wine is delicate, fruity and extremely 
well-made, an amazing value. 
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Wine 2: 2017 Chard Farm Viper Vineyard, Pisa 

This wine was pale in color, light and fragrant in style with 25% whole cluster and 15% new French 
oak. Although the skin maceration lasted 26 days the pale color is a result of cooler fermentation 
temperature, with overall quite moderate winemaking techniques, no extremes. This is not a classic 
Central Otago Pinot Noir as we know it, but very true to the house style of the producer. This wine 
highlighted the fact that Central Otago producers are now confident to develop their own styles and 
be able to command $75 with minimal criticism about color intensity being a quality indicator.  

Wine 3: 2017 Maude Pinot Noir, Lowburn & Queensberry 

This was a more archetypal Central Otago Pinot Noir, it also won the New Zealand Wine of the 
Year Champion for 2018. Rich, ripe and round- it ticks all the boxes for drinkability. Winemaking 
included about 30% whole cluster with indigenous fermentation and 28 days on skins.  

Wine 4: 2017 Aurum Madeleine Pinot Noir, Lowburn 

This wine comes from the estate vineyard that has been providing stem ripeness, ideal for whole 
cluster and as such this wine was made with 100% whole cluster. This is a wine that will develop 
further in the bottle with tactile texture and firm tannins. Only 3 barrels made - priced at NZ$88. 

Wine 5: 2017 Felton Road Pinot Noir Block 3, Bannockburn 

This wine is a milestone for Felton Road: 25 year old vines, mostly on their own roots and very little 
on rootstock. A typical house style that is showcasing harmony and balance, density and purity. By 
contrast to the previous wine, 100% whole cluster was tried but the result was overt 
herbaceousness (from the stems) and now is common practice to do 20-30% whole cluster in every 
tank. It is all about moderation, with emphasis on natural grape tannin extraction.  

Wine 6: 2017 Prophet’s Rock Home Vineyard, Bendigo 

This wine was selected to showcase a Central Otago Pinot Noir made with minimal extraction 
techniques. It was a surprise to everyone particularly as the wine’s color was the darkest in the 
flight. Blair and Christopher shared that according to their experience aggressive punching down can 
result to a compote fruit with little tannin, while with less pigeage the wine can be deeper color and 
more tannic.  

Wine 7: 2017 Gibbston Valley Reserve Pinot Noir, Bendigo 

This wine was selected to showcase the concept of Reserve wine versus single vineyard. The idea of 
Reserve wines was prevalent particularly in the 1990s. They are the most ambitious style of wines, 
big, dark and rich, to cater to the customer who asks about the most expensive wine of the winery. 
Single vineyard wines are made with more pure winemaking style. This wine is a very small 
production – 6 barrels- priced at NZ$120. 
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Other discussion  

Vintages: Generally speaking, recent vintages in Central Otago have been fairly harmonious, with 
few extremes from vintage to vintage. 2017 vintage was a naturally moderated vintage, smaller 
berries, summer slightly below average temperature, but sufficiently warm. On the cooler side. 

Style and extraction: There is an evident trend towards moderation in extraction particularly when 
compared to early 2000s. A great example is comparing wines from 2000 and 2017 - skins and grape 
phenolics for both vintages were similar but the wines are very different. In 2010 wines were made 
more heavily extracted, and in 2017 grape picking was earlier, vineyards were older, farming was 
better and handling in the winery was gentler. 

Acidity: Acidification occurs from time to time because pH can be too high for certain vineyards and 
in some vintages, but overtime there is a tolerance for less manipulation, a tolerance for higher pH 
in finished wines. However most wines are bottled unfiltered so they need to be more mindful of pH 
levels.  

 

 

 

Christopher Keys of Gibbston Valley Wines, and Grant Taylor of Valli Vineyards enlighten the group 
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Farewell dinner at Amisfield Bistro 
Authors: Emma Jenkins MW and Jane Skilton MW 

While our minds were abuzz with the excellent array of focus tastings, discussions and vineyard visits 
of the past 36 hours, it was with a somewhat heavy heart that we contemplated our final evening in 
Central Otago, and as a group. Thankfully, Amisfield’s Bistro turned out to be the most marvellous 
ever place to share a meal with both old friends and new, to celebrate the wines and people of 
Central Otago, and to bring to a close a successful trip with our MW colleagues that had started nine 
days earlier on Waiheke Island. 

Certainly, the overnight forecast temperature of 2 degrees (in late February!) had sharpened the 
awareness of Central Otago’s bonafides as a cool climate viticulture region as we stood on the 
Bistro’s lovely stone entrance in the evening sunshine, posing for a final group photo. Inside, a warm 
welcome awaited as did a glass or two of some of Central finest sparkling wines. The seating plan for 
the evening scattered MWs amongst the many producers who had kindly participated in our visit. 
Even better, they had brought along a fantastic array of back vintages and treasures from their 
cellars, wines that showed Central Otago’s ability to produce wines of pedigree that can develop into 
outstanding mature bottles. It was testimony to the deliciousness and character of these wines that 
there was no sign of fatigue from the previous nine days of travel and tastings, and the group 
pounced upon them with eager enthusiasm, peppering the hosting producers with questions, taking 
photos of labels and writing notes.  

The Bistro’s head chef Vaughan Mabee created an impressive (and apparently very photogenic, 
based on the number of MWs whipping out cameras and phones) menu showcasing local produce 
that was a more than fitting match for the wines; Amisfield have certainly achieved quite a coup in 
securing his talents. As the evening proceeded, the level of chat and laughter rose as the famous 
southern hospitality kicked into gear, and MWs got a taste of how Central producers take their 
wines but not themselves seriously. It was with great reluctance and not some small amount of 
sadness that the news of the departure bus’s arrival was greeted but all good things must come to 
an end. We exited Amisfield into a chilly, crystal clear night, feeling warm from the conviviality and 
kindred spirit shown, a fitting end to a superb showcase of the region, its wine and people. 

A few MW comments from the dinner: 

“The menu was extremely well thought out and a great showcase for nature at its beautiful 
which was what Central Otago was all about. The dish which remains in my mind was the 
Paua Pie on the beautiful mother of pearl shell. All the dishes seemed to be seasonal, fresh 
and locally sourced and the setting at Amisfield was stunning.” 
 
“A fabulous location and a fitting finale in terms of food, wines and company.” 
 
“I drew the long straw as I got to sit next to Blair Walter. So, as well as the fabulous 
succession of dishes served up by the incredible staff at the restaurant, I got to taste almost 
all of the top wines that the winemakers had so kindly brought along – as they all wanted 
Blair to taste them. 
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I didn’t record the details of the food, but some vinous highlights were: 
2011 Prophet’s Rock Riesling – open and delicious but still with years of life ahead. 
2010 Two Paddocks ‘The First Paddock’ Pinot – showing restraint and savoury complexity; 
emphatically not an ‘old-school’ Central style. 
2012 Block 5 Pinot Felton Road Pinot – very impressive but this was from a previous ‘mind-
set’; rich and intense, but the newer vintages are more delicate and elegant. 
  
It was an amazing evening, illustrating both the generosity and open-mindedness of the 
producers.” 
  
 
“We ate well throughout our trip [let’s pass over the breakfasts in the place where the dental 
nurses’ conference had evidently snaffled all the culinary aware hostelries] but dinner at 
Amisfield was the ultimate highlight. It was of course wonderful to be able to taste again so 
many of the beautiful wines we’d tasted in the region, but to do this with such outstanding 
cuisine was a real privilege. The chef and his team are clearly immensely talented and 
showcased the quality of the local NZ ingredients superbly: Hogan’s Gully tomatoes with 
sorrel and Kumara leaf was in flavour terms one of the best dishes I’ve ever tasted (no 
exaggeration). Each time I speak to anyone planning a trip to NZ, I urge them now to make a 
detour to Amisfield and to book ahead!” 
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Jane and Emma would like to thank the incredible wineries and regional people who made this trip 
possible. Your commitment, generosity, patience and good humour (rest assured we will not be 

pursuing careers as tour guides or event managers) will always be remembered and hugely 
appreciated. We felt incredibly privileged to be able to show our peers the New Zealand wine we 

know and love and we could not have done that without your amazing support.  

Thank you so much. 

 

And in the words of MWs on the trip: 

“So many excellent wines.  
So many charming people.  
So much good food.  
So much incredible landscape.  
Such good humour.  
Not a single dull moment”   

  

“There have been more lavish trips. There have been more luxurious trips. There have been 
shorter trips and longer trips. There have been trips with less farting and bus drivers with 
slightly more interesting delivery.  But I don’t think there has ever been a better trip.”  

  

“Great wines, food, amazing scenery and good fun.”  

  

“There were many highlights -too many to list, and these will probably be different for each 
of us, but for me I especially valued:  

o The Marlborough vineyard safari, with the supporting maps and conversations with 
the winemakers. This was a brilliant idea - not only because the winemakers had so 
much to share about their own perspectives and experiences, but because it I came 
away with a sense of how the region fits together.  

o The Air New Zealand flight (wow!) and also arranging for such a smooth crossing of 
the Cook Straight too (thank you!)  

o The Central Otago Masterclasses -showing so many emerging themes (stylistic, 
economic, social…) with the wines as jumping off points for discussion both within 
the masterclasses and on the coaches and dinners that followed.   

o The Martinborough Pinot Evolution Masterclass (the wines were so magical), and it 
was especially great to have arrived via the northern sub-regions.”  
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“Thank you again for an amazing trip! I learned so much about the NZ wine industry and I 
can't wait to go back and spread the word about this beautiful country.”  

  

“The trip to New Zealand remains the highlight of the year for me.”  

  

“Of course, I would like to complain formally that there really wasn’t enough to complain 
about.” 

 

- TRIP CONCLUSION - 
 

Some reflections from the First Official Institute of Masters of Wine Visit to Marlborough 
in 1993 
Author: John Casson MW 

As the only Master of Wine who had also been on the first visit of Masters of Wine to New Zealand 
in 1993 I have been asked to make a few comments and comparisons.  

The region has expanded out of all recognition. In 1993 there was a greater split of grape growers 
selling to wineries with wine or clarified must being sent by refrigerated truck to the North Island for 
vinification; now with the advent of large wineries and outside capital much of this ownership has 
become more consolidated in Marlborough as evidenced by the size of the Drylands Winery 
incorporating Nobilo and Kim Crawford and the Delegats / Oyster Bay Winery. 

In 1993 sparkling wine seemed to have a more important position and future than we saw in 2019 
although the Family Estate No1 Reserve of Daniel Le Brun with 8 years on lees ageing before 
disgorgement was as good as ever. Now sparkling wine is produced mainly for the domestic market 
and is too expensive for smaller wineries to consider producing. 

In 1993 it was generally thought that some top class red wines would emerge with additional 
vineyard age and while Merlot seems to have almost disappeared as a single varietal there are now 
some really excellent Syrah as well as Pinot Noir. In 1993 there were no tastings comparing a 
sequence of vintages as at Te Mata with eight vintages of Coleraine, or current against older vintages 
of Pinot Noir as at the Masterclass in Martinborough or even across regions such as the Family of 
Twelve Chardonnay presentation in Auckland.  

With the benefit of hindsight, we know that Pinot Noir has become the red grape variety for New 
Zealand and in 2019 we had Masterclasses in both Martinborough and Central Otago as well as the 
wide-ranging tasting in Aunstfield. In 1993 we did have a Pinot Noir Masterclass in Wellington 
featuring eleven wines of the 1991 and 1992 vintages with the South Island represented by Corbans, 
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Collards, Hunters and Neudorf; David Lake, the first winemaking MW from Columbia Winery in 
Washington State, suggested that blending 5% of Merlot would give the Pinot Noirs a fuller mid 
palate. The 2019 trip proved that this wine making adjustment would never be necessary!!  

Netting of vineyards has become far more widespread making some areas look as if snow has 
recently fallen, although this may reflect the greater planting of Pinot Noir. So much for John 
Stichbury at the nascent Jackson Estate in 1993 (where we tasted round the dining room table) 
driving up and down the rows in an open top beach buggy with flags set above the vine height to 
frighten off the birds. 

In 1993 Some of the emphasis in tastings was on the historical situation of wine in New Zealand. A 
tasting at Nobilo featured Sherry from 1953, Muller Thurgau from 1975 and Cabernet Sauvignon 
from 1970 which was the first use of the new varietal plantings at Huapai and of imported French 
oak barrels, and finally a 1977 Pinot Noir. Also, our visit to Cloudy Bay with Kevin Judd featured all 
the first released vintages in the mid 1980’s for Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and the 
Traditional Method sparkling Pelorus. The recent trip looked far more at current and future 
developments rather than to the past with examples of wines from denser planting, fermentation in 
less new oak, inoculated and wild ferment yeast, full bunch pressing, ageing in both old and new oak 
casks and Michael Brajkovich presented recent research on screw cap closures. 

In 1993 we departed Marlborough by train for Christchurch and this was the only opportunity for the 
three Giesen brothers to put on a tasting which soon became physically impossible. How kind of Air 
New Zealand in 2019 to put on the special low-level Wine Flight from Blenheim to Christchurch, not 
a normal commercial route, where we could see the extent of the Marlborough vineyards snaking up 
the various valleys with green vineyards highlighted against the yellow parched surroundings.    

 


