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New Zealand special

It’s easy to make a list of New Zealand’s 
established winemaker heroes. Names such 

as Felton Road, Pegasus Bay, Neudorf, Cloudy 
Bay, Ata Rangi, Te Mata, Millton Vineyards 
and Kumeu River are well known to anyone 
who loves good New Zealand wine. 

Making a list of exciting wine producers 
that are too new or small to be well known is 
far more difficult ... and subjective. At last 
count this country had 672 wine producers. 
A fair percentage of these want to make great 
wine but only a few are likely to succeed. 

My list includes wineries that consistently 
punch above their weight. There are risk takers 
who are pioneering new varieties, new dist-
ricts or new regions. I’ve added a few battlers 
who’ve made the odd mistake before trying 
another tack with more success. Some are 
highly unconventional and often mocked by 
their peers for straying off the path that most 
use to find vineyard sites, grow grapes and 
make wine. Every name on the list has one 
thing in common – a clear vision of the wine 
style and quality they want to make and a 
determination to achieve that goal. Others 
might talk enthusiastically about the wines 
they’ve made but the true high achievers talk 
about the wines they hope to make. Most 
importantly, their wines excite me. 

central otago
The AurorA VineyArd
Bendigo, www.auroravineyard.com 
Bendigo is an new district of Central Otago, 
north-east of Cromwell. The topography  
varies from gentle slopes to steep hillsides. 
Although wines vary depending on vineyard 

site, I am starting to discern a “Bendigo char-
acter”. The wines tend to be rather tight, at 
best showing impressive power, with flavours 
moving toward the riper (for Central Otago) 
end of the spectrum.

Aurora caught my attention because in 
addition to the standard Central Otago fare of 
pinot noir, riesling and pinot gris, they planted 
syrah, a variety I believed wouldn’t ripen in 
the region. Their first vintage in 2005 prod-
uced a syrah that proved my point by being 
aggressively green and herbal. But in 2006 and 
every vintage I’ve tasted since, they’ve made 
powerful, edgy syrah with character and class. 
Aurora’s pinot noir is also very good, espe-
cially in 2007 and 2009. 

Home to many high-profile wineries, New Zealand also has a 
few surprises up its sleeve. Bob Campbell MW shines a light on 

the country’s most exciting up-and-coming wine producers.    

topsecrets

SHADOWLAND 
The rolling hills of brand-
new winery Greywacke in 
Marlborough.

POWER OF ONE 
The Aurora Vineyard  
in Central Otago’s 
Bendigo is making 
powerful, edgy syrah.

TExT bob cAmpbell mW
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Initially the wines were moderately good 
examples of Central Otago pinot noir but 
from 2007 they blossomed into impressive 
wines made in the ripe, fleshy Bannockburn 
style but with greater interest than many, 
thanks, perhaps, to the contribution from 
their Lowburn vineyard. One of the most 
spectacular Wild Earth wines I’ve tasted is 
the 2009 Earth and Sky Pinot Noir, a complex 
blockbuster style with an attractive texture. If 
the trajectory of quality development contin-
ues, we are in for some exciting wines.
STAr Wine: 2007 Wild Earth Pinot 
Noir, NZ$38.

waitaki
oSTler 
www.ostlerwine.co.nz 
I admire those who go where none have gone 
before them, particularly if they are successful. 
Jim Jerram and his winemaker brother-in-law 
Jeff Sinnott started searching for a suitable 
vineyard site in 1998 before wine had been 
made commercially in the Waitaki Valley, 
which is in the north of Otago just south of 
the Canterbury border and near the town of 
Oamaru. They found a north-facing slope 
with limestone-influenced soils and planted 
two hectares of pinot gris and pinot noir vines 
in 2002. I’ve tasted their wines since the initial 
vintage of pinot gris in 2004. The next couple 
of years produced lacklustre fare but that all 
changed in the 2006 vintage when they made 
a spectacularly good pinot gris and lovely  
pinot noir. Since then the standard has been 
high although something of a roller-coaster 
ride thanks to vintage variation. 

Waitaki has a marginal climate for high-
quality wine production but I predict that 
Ostler will make brilliant wines in favourable 
years, particularly at the hands of Sinnott, 
clearly one of the country’s best winemakers.
STAr Wine: 2009 Ostler Carolines 
Pinot Noir, NZ$48.

pASquAle 
www.pasquale.co.nz
Antonio Pasquale is an Italian philosopher 
who left academic life in Italy and brought his 
family to New Zealand more than a decade 
ago. He established the first-ever vineyard in 
the Hakataramea Valley and subsequently 
built a winery in neighbouring Waitaki Valley. 
Pasquale was attracted by the area’s limestone-
rich soils and dry climate. He wanted to make 
wines with a minerality and acid balance that 
would be at once enjoyable and engaging.

In addition to the obvious grape varieties, 
such as riesling, pinot gris, gewürztraminer 
and pinot noir, Pasquale has small quantities 
of arneis and dolcetto. He is also exploring 
co-ferment blends. 

Pasquale gets my vote because he’s adven-
turous and thinks outside the square. Only 
time will tell whether that will translate into 
wines of enduring greatness.
STAr Wine: 2010 Pasquale 16 Riesling, 
NZ$27.

canterbury
GreySTone WineS
www.greystonewines.co.nz 
When I first clapped eyes on Greystone Wine’s  
hillside vineyard site I sensed they were onto a 

New Zealand special

LAND OF HOPE
Bell Hill Vineyard is on 
an old limestone quarry. 
Right: pruning at North 
Canterbury’s Pyramid 
Valley Vineyards.

PEOPLE POWER 
The team at Misha’s 
Vineyard in Central 
Otago. Right: Wild 
Earth winery. Far right: 
Jeff Sinnott of Ostler.

winner. The often steeply sloping vineyard was 
not chosen for ease of cultivation. Limestone-
flecked soils, a favourable aspect and the cool, 
dry Waipara climate make this one of the 
country’s viticultural sweet spots. The enthu-
siasm and vision of owner Bruce Thomas,  
viticulturist Nick Gill and winemaker Dominic 
Maxwell complete the package. This is a seri-
ous, quality-focused new wine producer.

The winery’s greatest strength is with the 
aromatic varieties – riesling, pinot gris and 
gewürztraminer – although pinot noir and 
even syrah show potential. They’re off to a 
flying start with a bucketload of well-deserved 
top awards from local wine shows.
STAr Wine: 2009 Greystone Late 
Harvest Riesling, NZ$34.

bell hill VineyArd
North Canterbury, www.bellhill.co.nz 
Marcel Giesen and wife Sherwyn Veldhui-
zen have been making wine since 1999, first 
under their Weka Pass label, then as Bell 
Hill when they thought the wine had 
reached their very high quality standards. 
They call themselves wine growers, not 
makers. There is no separation, they 
say, between the vineyard and winery.

Bell Hill vineyard is on an old 
limestone quarry in an isolated area 
about 15 minutes’ drive west of 
Waipara. The 2.3-hectare vineyard 
has 55 per cent pinot noir, 40 per cent 
chardonnay and 5 per cent riesling. 
Although Giesen and Veldhuizen do 
irrigate their vines, they actually pref-
er them to struggle.

Bell Hill has produced some of this coun-
try’s finest chardonnays and among the very 
best examples of pinot noir. They are famous 
only to devotees of both wine styles who 
eagerly buy their meagre allocation when the 
wines are released. If you are happy to pay a 
deservedly high price for a few bottles of the 
top wines made in New Zealand, then be sure 
to add your name to their mailing list.
STAr Wine: 2006 Bell Hill Chardonnay, 
NZ$80.

pyrAmid VAlley VineyArdS 
North Canterbury,  
www.pyramidvalley.co.nz 
Mike and Claudia Weersing are an inspiring 
couple. Mike’s winemaking résumé includes 
a handful of top producers in France, Germ-
any, California, Oregon, Australia (Cold-

stream Hills) and New Zealand (Neudorf). 
The story of their lengthy search and even-
tual selection of the current vineyard site 
speaks volumes about their uncompro-
mising pursuit of wine quality. 

Pyramid Valley makes chardonnay and 
pinot noir from its own four vineyards. 
Mike also makes wine from grapes 
grown in other regions and labelled as 
The Growers Collection. 

This impressive winery has an 
enthusiastic following for its small 
production of highly individual 
wines. Mike often pushes the conven-
tional boundaries in his winemaking 
methods to make adventurous drops. 
STAr Wine: 2009 Pyramid 
Valley Calvert Pinot Noir, NZ$52. 

Most of the crop from this 19-hectare 
vineyard is sold to another wine producer  
so output to date has been cautious. I hope 
that will change. Aurora has a bright future.
STAr Wine: 2008 Aurora Late Harvest 
Riesling, A$17.50/NZ$17.50/375ml.

miShA’S VineyArd
Bendigo, www.mishasvineyard.com 
Andy and Misha Wilkinson are a canny  
couple. They live in Singapore, a strategic 
base from which to promote their wines, part-
icularly to the growing Asian market. They 
enlisted the help of local experts to manage a 
sloping lakeside vineyard site with Ata Rangi 
co-founder Olly Masters as winemaker. 

Ten hectares of vines were planted in 
2004, with 12 hectares the following year and 
four hectares the year after that. Their first 
commercial harvest was in 2008. 

I’ve tasted 13 wines to date, awarding 
five gold-medal and six silver-medal rati-
ngs. Misha’s makes a pinot gris with 
impressive purity and a texture to die for, 
a medium/dry riesling that’s about as 
good as it gets in Central Otago, lovely 
gewürztraminer and a stylish sauvi-
gnon blanc. Three levels of pinot noir 
all look very appealing.
STAr Wine: 2009 Misha’s Vine-
yard Limelight Riesling, NZ$25.

loWburn Ferry
Lowburn, www.lowburnferry.co.nz 
Since 1986 I’ve awarded every vint-
age of this pinot-noir specialist a 
gold-medal rating except 2006 and 

2008, with both of those years earning high 
silver scores. So why isn’t Lowburn Ferry a 
household name, at least among pinot noir 
lovers? Because its vineyard has a miniscule 
area of three hectares. That’s not to say it 
can’t expand. It could easily replace some of 
the sheep that graze on the balance of the 
35-hectare property with vines. 

Its recipe for success is location and good 
viticulture. The vineyard is on a sheltered, 
north-facing terrace in the Lowburn Valley 
beneath the Pisa Range. Roger Gibson holds 
a Masters degree in Applied Science. He 
works part-time as a tutor in the viticulture/
horticulture department of the Otago Poly-
technic, and has previously worked as a sci-
entist for Landcare research in New Zealand. 
His wife  Jean holds a degree in Horticultural 
Science from Massey University. Between 

them there’s not much they don’t know 
about growing grapes. They could do the 
world a favour by growing more. 
STAr Wine: 2009 Lowburn Ferry 
Single Vineyard Home Block Pinot 
Noir, NZ$46.

Wild eArTh 
Bannockburn,  
www.wildearthwines.co.nz 
Wild Earth has two vineyards: a 
22-hectare site in Bannockburn and 
13 hectares in northern Lowburn. 
They are planted predominantly with 
pinot noir plus some pinot gris and 
riesling. The pinot gris is good and 
the riesling excellent but the real star 
is Wild Earth Pinot Noir. p
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cloS henri
www.clos-henri.com 
Henri Bourgeois is a top producer in Sancerre. 
I love the wines of this domain and enjoy their 
petit bourgeois, a blend of sauvignon blanc 
from within Sancerre with grapes just outside 
the border. I would have expected Sancerre 
producers to be resentful about the success of 
Marlborough sauvignon blanc. Surely they 
would assume that they were the rightful 
holders, with neighbouring Pouilly-Fumé, of 
the sauvignon blanc crown?

Not Jean-Marie Bourgeois, head of Domain 
Henri Bourgeois. In 2000 he bought 109 hect-
ares of land in the Wairau Valley and planted 
it with pinot noir and sauvignon blanc. Both 
are excellent. Clos Henri is not trying to make 
Sancerre from Marlborough grapes although 
the site, viticultural methods and winemaking 
techniques produce a very individual sauvi-
gnon blanc. It’s a bone-dry wine with a great 
texture and yeast lees-influenced aromatics. 
STAr Wine: 2009 Clos Henri 
Sauvignon Blanc, NZ$29.

GreyWAcke
www.greywacke.com 
This is a brand-new winery with plenty of 
form and an assured, exciting future. Owner 
Kevin Judd was the founding winemaker of 
another winery that few had heard of when 
the wines were released in 1985. Cloudy Bay 
has since become Marlborough’s most famous 
brand, thanks in no small way to Judd. 

He works with Cloudy Bay’s former wine-
maker, James Healy, and its former viticul-
turist from their Dog Point winery, Ivan 

Sutherland. Greywacke produced three wines 
in its inaugural 1999 vintage: sauvignon, pinot 
gris, riesling and late-harvest gewürztraminer. 
I awarded the sauvignon blanc a gold medal 
score while the others earned silver. That’s a 
pretty good start, although I predict there 
will be even greater wines ahead. 
STAr Wine: 2009 Greywacke 
Sauvignon Blanc, A$28/NZ$26.

hAnS herzoG 
www.herzog.co.nz 
You’ve probably heard of Herzog, or Hans 
Herzog as they re-named themselves recently, 
but what the heck, this entry will serve as a 
reminder that this low-profile, high-quality 
wine producer is still making cracking wines. 
In the mid-’90s Hans and Therese Herzog left 
their successful vineyard and restaurant in 
Switzerland and bought 11 hectares of land  
in Marlborough where they established a  
vineyard, winery and restaurant.  

Hans applies European winemaking and 
viticultural techniques to organically grown 
grapes that include sauvignon blanc, pinot 
gris, chardonnay, viognier and pinot noir as 
well as more experimental varieties (in Marl-
borough at least): montepulciano, nebbiolo 
and zweigelt. He also blends seven white 
grape varieties to make his Heavenly Seven 
and a red blend using merlot, cabernet sauvi-
gnon, cabernet franc and malbec to produce a 
wine that could fool experts it was from Bord-
eaux. Marlborough winemaking is clearly 
enriched by the presence of Hans Herzog.
STAr Wine: 2007 Hans Herzog 
Montepulciano, NZ$64.

martinborough
kuSudA WineS
www.kusudawines.com 
After gaining a law degree in his native Japan, 
Hiroyuki Kusuda worked for Fujitsu then the 
Consulate General of Japan in Sydney, where 
he caught the wine bug and dropped every-
thing to study winemaking and viticulture at 
Germany’s Geisenheim University.

After working for several wineries in differ-
ent countries, Kusuda bought a vineyard in 
Martinborough and established his own label 
from the 2002 vintage. Each vintage, Kusuda 
and his wife Reiko are joined by friends and 
supporters from Japan. They form the most 
fastidious grape-picking crew I’ve seen. Each 
bunch is studied before being plucked from 
the vine if it passes muster. Bunches are then 

New Zealand special

AuTuMN COLOuR 
The vineyard at 
Terravin. Right: 
winemaker  
Hans Herzog.

POLES APART 
The vines of Clos Henri 
in Marlborough. Right: 
Hiroyuki Kusuda in 
Martinborough.  

LONG LuNCHES 
Woollaston in Nelson 
produces wines to an 
exceptional standard.

HIGH LIFE
Greywacke’s Kevin 
Judd checks up on  
his barrels.

nelson
WoollASTon 
Moutere Hills, www.woollaston.co.nz 
This producer has all the elements necessary 
to make top wines: good vineyard sites, a 
classy winery and a clever winemaker. Wool-
laston produces the proven Nelson wine 
styles sauvignon blanc, pinot gris, riesling 
and pinot noir but, curiously, not chardon-
nay. The vineyards are run organically and 
are in conversion to official organic status 
with BioGro New Zealand.

Vineyards totalling 75 hectares are planted 
in the hills of the Upper Moutere and on the 
Waimea Plains. The winery achieves a cons-
istently high standard across all its labels. 
That is particularly true of second label, Tus-
sock, that often punches above its weight.
STAr Wine: 2009 Woollaston Riesling, 
NZ$19.

briGhTWATer VineyArdS
Hope, www.brightwaterwine.co.nz 
With the exception of the best (Neudorf) 
and the biggest (Seifried), Nelson wine-
ries are little known outside their 
region. I place Brightwater alongside 
Woollaston as the region’s second-
equal to the best producer. In fact,  
on the basis of average scores in my 
database, Brightwater is marginally 
ahead of Woollaston. 

This small (less than 10,000 cases) 
winery sits beside its vineyards on a 
river terrace. It makes sauvignon 
blanc, chardonnay, riesling, pinot 
gris, pinot noir and merlot.

Since the 2007 vintage, I’ve tasted 19 
Brightwater wines. Only one failed to earn a 
medal rating while their intense and complex 
Lord Rutherford Sauvignon Blanc has earned 
a gold medal in every vintage. Brightwater is 
one of this region’s best-kept secrets.
STAr Wine: 2009 Brightwater 
Vineyards Lord Rutherford Sauvignon 
Blanc, NZ$25.

marlborough
TerrAVin WineS
www.terravin.co.nz 
Mike Eaton was introduced to wine when he 
joined Montana as a vineyard labourer 21 
years ago. He soon he’d started his own vine-
yard-contracting business before chucking it 
in to work in vineyards in Burgundy, the 
Loire and Jura. Returning to New Zealand in 

1990 he bought some land and developed 
Marlborough’s first hillside vineyard, Clay-
vin. Eaton subsequently sold the vineyard 
to Fromm and began again on another 
hillside site in the Omaka Valley. Today he 

makes pinot noir from his own four-
hectare vineyard as well as producing 
sauvignon blanc, pinot gris and pinot 
noir from vineyards managed by him. 
He also makes a surprisingly good 
blend of cabernet, merlot and malbec 
called J, which offers a strong endorse-
ment for ripening ability of hillside-
grown grapes.Quantities are small but 
quality is very high. 
STAr Wine: 2009 Terravin Eaton 
Family Vineyard Pinot Noir, 
NZ$78. p
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EXCITING TIMES 
Top row, from left: Arnaud 
Bourgeois from Clos Henri; 
Elephant Hill; Brightwater 
Vineyards in Nelson. Far left: 
Elephant Hill restaurant.  
Left: Misha’s Vineyard.  
Above: Destiny Bay produces  
impressive reds. 

ISLAND LIFE
Man O’War on Waiheke 
Island. Right: Terravin 
Wines’ Jo and Mike 
Eaton.

sorted once more to remove any berries that 
show signs of damage. When I questioned this 
rigorous process, Kusuda told me that even if 
it makes just five per cent difference it will be 
worth the effort. Similar attention to detail is 
lavished on viticulture and winemaking.

Kusuda’s pinot noir, syrah and (from 
2009) riesling are predictably outstanding. 
Most of his tiny production is sold in Japan. 
Hard to find but well worth the effort.
STAr Wine: 2009 Kusuda Riesling, 
NZ$32.

Hawkes Bay
kidnApper cliFFS 
www.kidnappercliffs.com 
American former hedge-fund manager Julian 
Robertson owns cult Martinborough winery, 
Dry River and Hawkes Bay winery and restau-
rant Te Awa, and has established two of the 
country’s finest golf courses and luxury lodges, 
Kauri Cliffs and Cape Kidnappers. That well-
resourced mix recently spawned the Kidnap-
per Cliffs label using grapes grown at Te Awa 
and utilising the skills of Dry River’s Neil 
McCallum with those of the new Te Awa win-
emaker Ant Mackenzie. 

The range of thoughtful and polished 
wines includes a remarkable Bordeaux-look-
alike blend of sauvignon blanc and semillon 
called Solan; a stylish chardonnay; the best 
New Zealand pinotage I have tasted, a merlot- 
dominant blend with cabernet franc and 
cabernet sauvignon; and my favourite, a 
powerful and yet slightly edgy syrah. All are 
made in modest quantities but should be 
widely distributed and easy to find.
STAr Wine: 2009 Kidnapper Cliffs 
Syrah, NZ$55.

elephAnT hill 
www.elephanthill.co.nz 
German businessman Roger Weiss 
established this winery on the historic 
Hawkes Bay grape-growing district of 
Te Awanga on the coast between Napier 
and Cape Kidnappers. Twenty-five 
hectares of vines were planted in 2003, 
and a 400-tonne winery, complete with 
restaurant, was constructed in 2009. 

This ambitious project rapidly  
produced a number of exciting wines. 

My favourites are Elephant Hill Viognier and 
Syrah although the entire range reflects  
quality-focused winemaking and viticulture 
and exposes the potential of a terrific vineyard 
site. I predict a bright future for Elephant Hill 
and for Te Awanga as a winemaking district.
STAr Wine: 2009 Elephant Hill Syrah, 
NZ$29.

bilAnciA 
www.bilancia.co.nz 
Life and business partners Lorraine Leheny 
and Warren Gibson have been making terrific 
wines from their Gimblett Gravels vineyard 
for more than a decade. Their tiny production 
is in danger of keeping them below the radar 
although lovers of New Zealand pinot gris 
and syrah will be aware of their presence. 

I recently tasted six vintages of Bilancia 
Pinot Gris – they are one of this country’s top 
prod-ucers of the variety. However, Bilancia’s 
real claim to fame is a sophisticated and pow-
erful syrah called La Collina. The excellent 
2007 vintage of this syrah and viognier co-
fermented wine deserves to be recognised as a 
benchmark example of the style. The wine 
from the following year was as good. It is the 
product of a great vineyard site, low-yielding 
vines and deeply thoughtful winemaking.
STAr Wine: 2008 Bilancia La Collina 
Syrah, NZ$80.

auckland
Te WhAu VineyArd 

www.tewhau.co.nz 
I recently tasted a decade of Te Whau 
Chardonnay and a red blend called The 
Point, dating back to the first-release 
wines from this small Waiheke Island 

producer. It reinforced my view that 
while Te Whau and other quality-
focused winemakers enjoy great 
reviews from their first-release 
wines, the best is often yet to 
come. Te Whau is an example of 
what can be achieved when a 
wine enthusiast and successful 
businessman such as Tony For-
syth makes top-quality wine by 
establishing a vineyard on a 
frighteningly steep hillside site. 
Te Whau is, for the moment at 

least, my favourite Waiheke wine producer.
STAr Wine: 2008 Te Whau Vineyard 
The Point, NZ$70.

mAn o’ WAr 
www.manowarvineyards.co.nz 
Man O’ War owners, the Spencer Family, poss-
ess a large chunk of Waiheke Island. They have 
established a remarkable collection of nearly 
90 small vineyard sites over their large land-
holding to produce a range of wine styles that 
are rapidly growing in stature and acclaim. 

It’s an extraordinary thing to see tiny 
pockets of vines on carefully chosen spots in 
the nooks and crannies of the folding coastal 
hills of Waiheke. Each plot is chosen for its 
suitability for a certain grape variety. Mind 
you, they don’t always get it right. Sites have 
been replanted and abandoned when they 
don’t deliver the predicted quality.  

Man O’ War was all about potential until 
the arrival of winemaker Duncan McTavish a 
couple of vintages ago. Now Man O’ War is 
making some seriously high-quality wines  
on a scale that should soon be reasonably 
available beyond New Zealand’s shores.
STAr Wine: 2008 Man O’War 
Dreadnought Syrah, NZ$46.

deSTiny bAy 
www.destinybaywine.com 
After hearing rumours about this high-flying 
Waiheke producer, I received a couple of 
samples for review. Both were impressive. 

They are blends of the Bordeaux varieties 
cabernet sauvignon, merlot, cabernet franc 
and malbec. The five-hectare vineyard is 
planted in a north-facing amphitheatre on 
clay soils. It was Waiheke’s first fully 
accredited sustainable vineyard and win-
ery. Wines are bottled on site and allowed 
two years’ bottle-age before release. 
Attention to detail verges on fanatical. 
I haven’t tasted the Magna Praemia, 
and I am envious of fellow wine critic, 
Geoff Kelly, who has and who rates it 
18.5+ out of 20 points. I definitely 
intend to visit the winery this sum-
mer and hope to share more about 
this intriguing producer.
STAr Wine: 2006 Destiny Bay 
Mystae, NZ$115.  v p
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