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			PREFACE
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			This is not a comprehensive, technical or ‘serious’ book on New Zealand wine. It was fun to plan, fun to write — and the wines were certainly fun to taste.

			The whole idea of the book is to give you a diverse and stimulating array of New Zealand wines to choose from, regardless of whether you are in the mood for a wine of sublime quality, or looking for something new and exciting, or just thirsting for a bargain.

			Many of the wines are featured because they rank among the country’s greatest. Others are included because, from one vintage to the next, they offer irresistible value.

			Still others provide an intriguing glimpse of possible future directions for New Zealand wine. These are the single profiles of wines made from grape varieties relatively new to this country, such as Verdelho, Arneis, Grüner Veltliner, Montepulciano and Tempranillo.

			Some of New Zealand’s greatest wines are not represented in these pages. A regularly revised list of New Zealand’s wine classics can be found in my annual Buyer’s Guide to New Zealand Wines. And some of the text for this book has been updated from my book Classic Wines of New Zealand (second edition 2005).

			You will find many of the top wines here. You will also discover some wonderful buys and suggestions of rare new varieties, worth tracking down.

			Around the world, interest is growing in organic wines. Three of the wines featured here have been certified by BioGro and are identified as ‘Certified Organic’.

			The basic goal was to highlight 100 New Zealand wines of special interest and provide something for all readers, regardless of their taste preferences and budgets.

			I hope this book leads you to some great discoveries.

			 

			Michael Cooper

		

	


	
		
			THE VARIETIES
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			Arneis

			See The Doctors’ Marlborough Arneis

			Chardonnay

			From the Karikari Peninsula in Northland to Alexandra in Central Otago, New Zealand produces well over 500 Chardonnays. Although less popular here than Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay is still recognised internationally as the greatest of all grapes for dry white wine. New Zealand’s Chardonnays are grown up to 1200 kilometres apart, so it’s no surprise the wines display intriguing regional differences.

			Three regions dominate production. Hawke’s Bay is renowned for sturdy Chardonnays with rich, ripe grapefruit and stone-fruit flavours, finely balanced acidity and the ability to mature well. Gisborne’s greatest asset is the enormous drink-young charm of its softly mouthfilling Chardonnays. Those from Marlborough are slightly leaner and crisper in their youth, but can flourish with cellaring.

			Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Gris are usually made entirely in stainless steel tanks, placing their accents on fresh, vibrant fruit flavours. But unoaked Chardonnay can easily be boring. Chardonnay is not highly aromatic and its varietal flavours are more restrained than those of Sauvignon Blanc. A gentle seasoning of oak, which adds richness and complexity but does not overpower the subtle fruit flavours, simply makes Chardonnay more interesting and enjoyable.

			New Zealand’s top Chardonnays are all fermented and matured in barrels, usually 225-litre French oak barriques. The result is a more satisfying, rich and multi-faceted wine, with extra layers of flavour.

			Chenin Blanc

			See Millton Chenin Blanc Te Arai Vineyard

			Gewürztraminer

			Some popular white wines — Chardonnay, Pinot Gris — have restrained, subtle flavours that enhance a wide range of dishes and occasions. We drink them anytime. Gewürztraminer is the ultimate ‘mood’ wine. A hedonist’s delight, it’s a wine to broach occasionally with an Indian curry, or when you are simply in the mood to delight in its rich spiciness and overwhelming perfume.

			If you struggle to pronounce the name of this once-tried, never-forgotten variety, join the group. Rather than ask for a bottle of ‘Ge-vertz-truh-mean-ah’, most wine lovers just call it ‘Ge-vertz’, which means spicy. Of the adjectives used in relation to the most distinctive and pungent white-wine variety of all, ‘spicy’ is the most common, but many tasters are also reminded of cinnamon, lychees, cloves, gingerbread, mangoes, mint and freshly ground black pepper.

			In Alsace, Gewürztraminer yields striking wines — sturdy, lush and ravishingly scented. New Zealand’s Gewürztraminers have attracted international praise (Matawhero winery, in Gisborne, claimed in 1999 that its Gewürztraminer was ‘served at the Queen’s table and is reputed to be one of her favourite wines’), but few can stand close comparison with the benchmark wines of Alsace.

			First planted here over a century ago, Gewürztraminer still accounts for just one per cent of the national vineyard. The vines are clustered in Gisborne, Marlborough and Hawke’s Bay, with smaller pockets in Nelson and Central Otago.

			For the wine industry’s accountants, Gewürztraminer is a grape to be avoided or restricted to a small plot. Although it ripens easily, it is susceptible to poor weather at flowering, which can dramatically reduce the crop.

			Fine-quality Gewürztraminers can mature gracefully for several years, but the best are so gloriously fragrant, flavour-packed and well-rounded in their youth that cellaring is an option, rather than a necessity.

			Grüner Veltliner

			See Coopers Creek Sv The Groover Gisborne Grüner Veltliner

			Malbec

			See Stonyridge Luna Negra Waiheke Island Hillside Malbec

		  Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon & Blends 

			Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot are the greatest varieties in the world’s greatest red-wine region — Bordeaux. Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon are also the foundation of many of New Zealand’s richest, most complex and long-lived reds, especially those from Hawke’s Bay and Waiheke Island.

			Everywhere in Bordeaux, except in the Médoc and Graves districts, Merlot is more widely planted than Cabernet Sauvignon. In New Zealand, Merlot’s key attraction is that it ripens 10 days to two weeks earlier than Cabernet Sauvignon, and is thus capable of achieving higher sugar levels, lower acidity and riper fruit flavours. The grapes are used in Cabernet Sauvignon-predominant blends, but the majority are reserved for straight varietal Merlots and Merlot-based blends.

			Cabernet Sauvignon once dominated New Zealand’s red-wine production, but is now less prominent than Pinot Noir, Merlot and even Syrah. Don’t underestimate this exceptional grape variety. Here, it performs best at warm, free-draining inland sites in Hawke’s Bay (Gimblett Gravels and the Havelock North hills) and on north-facing slopes on Waiheke Island, yielding sturdy wine of a fragrance, delicacy and depth that can be distinctly reminiscent of a fine Bordeaux.

			Many leading reds are Merlot/Cabernet Sauvignon or Cabernet Sauvignon/Merlot blends, in which the Merlot adds its lush fruit flavours and velvety mouthfeel to the more angular, slowly evolving Cabernet Sauvignon. Other classic grapes of Bordeaux (Cabernet Franc, Malbec, Petit Verdot, Carmenère) are also blended with Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon, adding to the complexity of the country’s finest claret-style reds.

			Montepulciano

			See Hans Herzog Marlborough Montepulciano

			Pinot Blanc

			See Greenhough Hope Vineyard Pinot Blanc

			Pinotage

			See Kidnapper Cliffs Hawke’s Bay Pinotage

			Pinot Gris

			The runaway popularity of Pinot Gris in New Zealand shows no signs of abating. Some Marlborough grape-growers, no longer able to sell their Sauvignon Blanc or Pinot Noir crops, have recently replaced their vines with Pinot Gris. Over 300 Pinot Gris are now crowding the shelves.

			Plantings of the traditional Alsace variety have soared from 130 hectares of bearing vines in 2000 to 1725 hectares in 2011. Pinot Gris is now New Zealand’s third most widely planted white-wine variety, trailing only Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay.

			Exports have risen tenfold over the last five years and now exceed 300,000 cases. With Pinot Gris — as with Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir — winemakers have discovered a classic variety that, overall, performs better here than in Australia.

			Wine marketer David Nicholas has pointed out that Pinot Gris ‘appeared on the market at the right time to pick up the ABC (Anything But Chardonnay) consumers’. Pinot Gris even has some Chardonnay-like traits — mouthfilling body, gentle acidity and peachy, non-aggressive flavours.

			The problem is that Pinot Gris can easily be boring. Some winemakers see Pinot Gris as ‘like working with white paint on a white background’. A key issue is that Pinot Gris has a tendency to over-crop, yielding unripe, dilute wines. Small crops are needed to build the concentrated, ripe stone-fruit and spice flavours of fine Pinot Gris.

			The six Pinot Gris featured in this book include four of New Zealand’s most striking Pinot Gris and two compelling bargains.

			Pinot Noir

			Pinot Noir triggers a more emotional response from wine drinkers than any other variety. One New Zealand producer enthuses that their vineyard is ‘where beautiful wines are created, with what is best for the land, the grape and the soul. For us, it is the relentless pursuit of creating great enjoyment, wrapped in mystery, with a touch of sensuality. Wine caressed by angels.’

			Why is Pinot Noir — the classic grape of Burgundy — so popular? A key factor is its easy-drinking nature, based on its ripe sweet-fruit flavours and gentle tannins. Some reds are powerful but austere in their youth, needing years to mellow and reveal their greatness, but Pinot Noir can knock your socks off within a couple of years of the harvest.

			Pinot Noir thrives in cool climates, where its grapes can hang on the vines for extended periods, picking up the most subtle scents and flavours. The majority of Pinot Noir vines in New Zealand are found from the Wairarapa south, in regions characterised by cold night temperatures and relatively low autumn rainfall.

			Distinct regional styles have emerged, ranging from Martinborough’s sturdy, warm and savoury reds to Central Otago’s notably perfumed and supple, instantly appealing Pinot Noirs. Marlborough’s top labels are widely underrated.

			Riesling

			Every summer, we visit friends on Auckland’s west coast. Sharpening our appetites in the surf, we later relax on their deck overlooking the ocean and enjoy lunch — and a gently chilled bottle of Riesling.

			When summer’s heat descends, you need cool, vibrant, appetisingly crisp wines that will revive and refresh you. A garden-fresh, racy Riesling is a stimulating apéritif. And with typical summer fare, such as fish, cold chicken and salads, an invitingly scented, light and tangy Riesling can be hard to resist.

			Far behind Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay, and overtaken by Pinot Gris, Riesling is New Zealand’s fourth most widely planted white-wine grape. A classic ‘cool-climate’ variety, it is well suited to the South Island’s cooler growing temperatures and lower humidity. Its stronghold is Marlborough, but the grape is also planted extensively in Nelson, Canterbury and Central Otago.

			Rieslings range from bone-dry to unabashedly sweet, and that versatility is a strength and a weakness. There’s a Riesling style to suit most drinkers, but those who inadvertently buy a sweet wine when expecting something dry, or vice versa, can be put off. Most New Zealand Rieslings are medium-bodied (11 to 13 per cent alcohol), with a sliver of sweetness to balance their lively acidity.

			Rosé

			See Esk Valley Merlot/Malbec Rosé

			Sauvignon Blanc 

			Sauvignon Blanc (or more precisely, Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc) is the classic wine style of New Zealand, in the eyes of the world. When Ross and Bill Spence of Matua Valley made New Zealand’s first Sauvignon Blanc in 1974, who could have foreseen what lay ahead?

			Marlborough is New Zealand’s — some say the world’s — Sauvignon Blanc capital. Over 85 per cent of the country’s vines are in Marlborough, where Sauvignon Blanc accounts for 75 per cent of all plantings. With their leap-out-of-the-glass, ripely herbaceous aromas and pungent, garden-fresh flavours, the Sauvignon Blancs here can be of breathtaking intensity.

			Sauvignon Blanc’s assertive grassy notes in New Zealand stem from a high concentration in the grapes of an organic compound that is much easier to drink than it is to pronounce — methoxypyrazine. The variety’s green capsicum-like flavours (well-ripened examples also display tropical-fruit characters, such as passionfruit and pineapple) are not flattered by oak, and in fact most New Zealand Sauvignon Blancs are cool-fermented in stainless steel tanks, placing their accent squarely on their fresh, assertive varietal flavours.

			However, for many of the best wines, oak is part of the recipe. A minor part of the blend (5 to 10 per cent) is fermented in seasoned — rather than new — French oak casks, to add a subtle extra dimension.

			Sparkling Wine

			New Zealand’s finest fizz is made by the classic technique called méthode traditionnelle, in which the second, bubble-creating fermentation takes place not in a tank, like cheaper wines, but in the bottle itself, as in Champagne (the real stuff, from the world’s most famous wine region).

			During the wine’s lengthy maturation in the bottle (anything from nine months to three years, but typically 18 months to two years) the yeast cells gradually decompose, conferring distinctive, bready, yeasty characters on the wine that add greatly to its complexity and richness.

			The quality of a fine sparkling wine also reflects the standard of its base wine. Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, both varieties of pivotal importance in Champagne, are the foundations of New Zealand’s top bubblies. Most of the best wines flow from Marlborough, where the incisive fruit flavours and tense acidity have attracted not only locally owned producers but several overseas-controlled companies.

			Sweet Wine

			The finest of New Zealand’s sweet white wines are world class. For instance, Seifried Winemakers Collection Sweet Agnes Riesling Ice Wine 2008 won the trophy for ‘Best Sweet White Over Ten Pounds’ at the 2009 Decanter World Wine Awards, judged in London.

			Riesling is the key grape, yielding ravishingly perfumed wines with concentrated varietal flavours to which ‘noble rot’, the desirable form of Botrytis cinerea fungus, adds a honeyed, apricot-like richness. Marlborough has so far been the source of the majority of the greatest sweet Rieslings, but outstanding dessert wines are also flowing from several other regions and varieties, including Gewürztraminer, Pinot Gris, Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc and Chenin Blanc.

			Also well worth discovering are the weighty, complex dessert wines from Hawke’s Bay. Typically barrel-aged, in the past they were mostly based on Sémillon, but recently Viognier has also come to the fore.

			Syrah

			Who makes the best Syrah: Australia (where they call it Shiraz) or New Zealand? That’s like asking which region produces the finest Sauvignon Blanc: Marlborough or the Barossa Valley?

			Or is it? Hawke’s Bay and Waiheke Island have a hot new red-wine grape variety. There are now over 150 New Zealand Syrahs on the shelves and the country has 300 hectares of bearing Syrah vines — a steep rise from 62 hectares in 2000.

			Syrah, the traditional black grape of the Rhône Valley, is now spread widely through the south of France. It is also Australia’s most widely planted red-wine grape. New Zealand was long seen as too cool for this late-ripening variety, but the wines that have emerged over the past decade have been unexpectedly classy.

			Regardless of the name of the vine or the location of the vineyard, Syrah typically yields robust, richly flavoured reds with a heady perfume. Top versions are almost opaque, with a characteristic spicy, black-pepper aroma and flavour.

			So who makes the best wine, Australia or New Zealand? Let’s just enjoy their difference. The style of New Zealand Syrah is more akin to the floral, elegant, finely structured reds of the Rhône Valley than the power-packed, often jammy and sweetly oaked style common in Australia.

			Tempranillo

			See Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels Tempranillo

			Verdelho

			See Esk Valley Hawke’s Bay Verdelho

			Viognier

			See Trinity Hill Gimblett Gravels Viognier and Villa Maria Cellar Selection Hawke’s Bay Viognier

		

	


	
		
			WHITE
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			ATA RANGI CRAIGHALL CHARDONNAY
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			Price: $38

			‘SEAMLESS’ is a word that crops up again and again in my tasting notes for this celebrated Martinborough Chardonnay. Powerful and lush, with highly concentrated, peachy, nutty flavours and a deliciously rich, smooth finish, it’s one of New Zealand’s most opulent Chardonnays, skilfully balanced and very harmonious.

			The partners in Ata Rangi — Clive Paton, Phyll Pattie and Alison Paton — look to classic white Burgundy for their inspiration, but are not trying to emulate its style. ‘Our wine will always have greater fruit character. But many New Zealand Chardonnays have obvious oak influence, or obvious “malo” [buttery, creamy notes from a secondary, softening malolactic fermentation]. We’re aiming for that seamless character, the integration that fine white Burgundy shows — that’s the mentality that runs right through our approach.’

			The sheltered, gently sloping Craighall Vineyard lies directly opposite Ata Rangi’s Home Block and winery in Puruatanga Road, on the eastern edge of the Martinborough Terrace. Planted in a shallow layer of silt loams over alluvial gravels, the 1.8 hectares of irrigated Chardonnay vines are all of the Mendoza clone, which gives very low yields (averaging 4 tonnes of hand-picked grapes per hectare). The age of the ungrafted vines (25 years in 2011) is also giving fruit ‘weight’, which ‘sucks up the oak’.

			In the winery, the juice is not clarified by settling before the ferment (to impart a ‘solids’ character to the wine). Fermentation is with natural yeasts in Burgundy oak barriques (25 per cent new). The wine is then matured on its lees in the casks, with lees-stirring to enhance its complexity and ‘vinosity’ (the distinctive body and flavour of wine), for about 10 months.

			The result is a wine with great presence in the mouth. Its notably concentrated, ripe-fruit characters give drink-young appeal, but the wine also possesses the power and structure to mature well for several years.

			Ata Rangi Craighall Chardonnay is no longer entered in competitions, but the partners say they get their greatest satisfaction from their customers, ‘who contact us to say how well their cellared bottles are drinking’.

			From a vineyard south of Masterton, in the northern Wairarapa, the winery also produces a lower-priced wine, Ata Rangi Petrie Chardonnay ($28). Fragrant, rich and creamy, it typically has sweet-fruit flavours, a distinct touch of butterscotch and a well-rounded finish.

			A classy wine in its own right, you could call it a junior Craighall.

			If you like this wine, also try: Ata Rangi Petrie Chardonnay; Mission Jewelstone Hawke’s Bay Chardonnay

			BABICH IRONGATE CHARDONNAY
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			Price: $33

			WHEN Joe Babich made the first Irongate Chardonnay in 1985, he told no one — not even his brother and partner, Peter. ‘I was making it in a French style, and kept it a secret in case it was a failure,’ recalls Joe. ‘I used to furtively stir the barrels after work, when nobody was around.’

			Irongate is one of New Zealand’s most subtle, classically proportioned and long-lived Chardonnays. Although far from a blockbuster style, show success was swift. The 1985 won a gold medal and the Vintners Trophy for the best current vintage dry white at the 1985 National Wine Competition, a feat repeated in 1987. Babich’s white-wine flagship, it remains a classy, distinctive wine that often performs outstandingly in the cellar.

			What is the style goal? ‘The vineyard [in Gimblett Road, in the heart of the Gimblett Gravels district of Hawke’s Bay] delivers focused, steely, rich, intensely flavoured Chardonnay,’ says winemaker Adam Hazeldine. ‘We aim to reveal and embellish this with the gentle use of oak, lees-stirring and minimal fining. At all costs, we wish to avoid distracting the taster with excessive oak or malolactic [fermentation] influence.’

			The past decade has brought some production changes, including a move to lower crops, hand-picking, fermentation with natural yeasts and a limited amount of malolactic fermentation, if required. ‘We are aiming to make the wine richer and softer, while retaining its steely focus, longevity and personality,’ says Hazeldine.

			Joe Babich — for many years the winemaker and a senior wine judge, now the company’s managing director — has ‘never been a fan of blowsy, excessively woody Chardonnay that tastes good for 18 months and then falls away. My goal with Irongate Chardonnay has been to create a wine that in style fits between the flintiness of Chablis and the opulence of Montrachet.’

			Named after an aquifer flowing under the Gimblett Gravels, Irongate is a single-vineyard wine. The vines, grown in extremely free-draining soils, develop small, open canopies of foliage, facilitating the grapes’ exposure to the sun. Crops are limited to 6 tonnes of grapes per hectare, all hand-picked.

			In the winery, the juice is fermented with natural yeasts in French oak barriques (25 per cent new). The wine, lees-aged and lees-stirred for up to 11 months, is bottled dry, with an alcohol content of 13 to 14.5 per cent, and then bottle-aged for a further year prior to its release.

			Irongate makes a distinctive statement. In past vintages intense, lean and flinty, it is still far from being fat or creamy-soft, although today it offers more drink-young charm. It remains a very graceful wine, revealing great delicacy and finesse.

			If you like this wine, also try: Sacred Hill Riflemans Chardonnay; Spy Valley Envoy Marlborough Chardonnay

			BLACKENBROOK VINEYARD NELSON PINOT GRIS
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			Price: $27

	    DANIEL Schwarzenbach has long yearned to make a great Pinot Gris. ‘Before starting our own vineyard, I worked as a cellar hand for Domaine Zind-Humbrecht in Alsace, one of the top Pinot Gris producers worldwide. It was a fantastic experience and I couldn’t wait to get home and start planting. . .’

			Today, in the rolling Moutere hill country, only 500 metres from the coast, Daniel and his wife, Ursula, produce one of this country’s most striking Pinot Gris. In the classic Alsace mould, it is a powerful, high-alcohol wine, enticingly floral, with a strong surge of peach, pear and spice flavours, hints of apple strudel and honey, gentle sweetness, and lovely vibrancy and richness.

			Blackenbrook has a strong reputation for ‘aromatic’ white wines — not just Pinot Gris, but also Riesling, Gewürztraminer and Muscat. Schwarzenbach (whose name translates as Blackenbrook) was born in Switzerland and came to New Zealand as a nine-year-old in 1975. After working as a medical technologist, he changed tack, gained a postgraduate diploma in viticulture and oenology from Lincoln University — then plunged into winemaking in Europe.

			Schwarzenbach worked at respected estates in Austria, Germany and Switzerland (Weingut Georg Fromm — who then also owned the acclaimed Marlborough winery that still bears his name), and in 1997 arrived at Domaine Zind-Humbrecht. There, he worked with the legendary Olivier Humbrecht, who became, says Daniel, his ‘role model, in many respects’.

			Humbrecht is no follower of convention, says Schwarzenbach. ‘If it doesn’t make sense in his view, he’ll find a different solution that is simpler, gentler, better for the environment and obviously better for the vines and wines.’ In the 8-hectare Blackenbrook Vineyard, on a gentle, north-facing slope, mussel shells are mulched to encourage earthworms. The gravity-fed winery, dug partly into a clay bank, facilitates minimal pumping of the juice and wine.

			Harvested by hand at a very advanced stage of ripening (about 25 brix), the estate-grown Pinot Gris is cool-fermented in stainless steel tanks. The ferment is arrested to leave a touch of residual sugar in the wine, creating a medium-dry style.

			Blackenbrook Vineyard Nelson Pinot Gris 2008 won the trophy for champion Pinot Gris at that year’s New Zealand International Wine Show. Every vintage, I describe it as ‘a distinctly Alsace-style wine’.

			Olivier Humbrecht would probably be impressed too.

			If you like this wine, also try: Blackenbrook Vineyard Nelson Gewürztraminer; Waimea Nelson Pinot Gris

			CHURCH ROAD HAWKE’S BAY CHARDONNAY
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			Price: $14–27

			BEST BUY

			AT its average retail price in supermarkets of $15, this is an irre-sistible bargain. Although made in large volumes, it is still a classy wine, mouthfilling, with concentrated, ripe stone-fruit flavours, nutty, biscuity notes adding complexity, and a creamy-smooth finish. It’s a match for many producers’ $25 or $30 Chardonnays.

			Chardonnay is just one of this historic winery’s achievements. A Mecca for tourists, Church Road lies at the foot of the Taradale Hills in Hawke’s Bay. Apart from an underground wine museum and the atmospheric Tom McDonald Cellar — used for cultural events and winemakers’ dinners — the winery boasts a popular restaurant, hosts outdoor concerts and produces outstanding white and red wines.

			The winery was founded in 1896 by Bartholomew Steinmetz, a lay brother at the adjacent Marist Mission — now Mission Estate Winery. The story goes that after falling in love, Luxembourg-born Steinmetz left the mission and planted his own 2-hectare plot, producing his first vintage at Taradale Vineyards in 1901.

			After Montana (now Pernod Ricard NZ) snapped up the old winery in the late 1980s, the first vintage of Church Road flowed in 1990. Over the past 22 vintages, the Chardonnays have evolved from an emphasis on fresh fruit flavours seasoned with obvious, toasty oak to a less ‘fruit-driven’, less woody, more subtle and harmonious style. Lessons learned from the small-volume Church Road Cuve Chardonnay, developed to explore traditional Burgundian techniques, have flowed through to the less upfront, increasingly elegant Church Road Reserve Chardonnay and now to this ‘standard’ Chardonnay.

			Most of the company’s Chardonnay vineyards grow in river valleys, in close proximity to calcareous hillsides. The river sediments include silt, sand and gravel, while outwash from the hills introduces clay, which helps to produce Chardonnay ‘with substance, fragrance and complexity’.

			At the winery, ‘we focus on getting the juice away from the skins as quickly as possible and encourage oxidation to give a softer, gentler palate structure,’ says senior winemaker Chris Scott, who has worked at Church Road since 1998. Much of the wine undergoes a secondary, softening malolactic fermentation. The juice is fermented in French (70 per cent) and Hungarian (30 per cent) oak barriques (about one-third new), and the wine is matured for about 10 months on its yeast lees (sediment), which are stirred fortnightly, imparting a nutty, mealy aroma. 

			Fleshy and rounded, with substantial body and ripe, peachy flavours showing very good texture, complexity and depth, Church Road Hawke’s Bay Chardonnay is a deservedly popular wine. Church Road is also the source of an equally great-value Merlot/Cabernet Sauvignon (see page 160).

			If you like this wine, also try: Church Road Reserve Hawke’s Bay Chardonnay; Stoneleigh Marlborough Chardonnay

			CLOS de STE ANNE CHARDONNAY NABOTH’S VINEYARD
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			Price: $54

			CERTIFIED ORGANIC

			CLOS de Ste Anne is the ‘ultra-premium’ label of The Millton Vineyard at Gisborne. It appears on this arrestingly rich, slowly evolving Chardonnay — but what does the brand mean?

			‘Clos is French for enclosure,’ says James Millton, Gisborne’s best-known winemaker. ‘In wine terms, “clos” relates to wines made from an individual vineyard. ‘Ste’ offers a degree of feminine reverence and appreciation, with reference to 1 Kings Chapter 21 in the Old Testament. ‘Anne’ is the tribute I give to Annie [his wife and partner in the winery], for the support and understanding required to produce a fine bottle of wine.’

			Gisborne built its reputation on fruity, ripe, rounded Chardonnays, full of drink-young charm. Millton Gisborne Chardonnay Riverpoint Vineyard and the more oak-influenced Millton Gisborne Chardonnay Opou Vineyard are both classic examples of the style, but the Clos de Ste Anne Chardonnay is a different beast, placing its accent on tightness, minerality and longevity.

			‘The wine has some softness and richness,’ says Millton, ‘but I want it to have a calcified minerality and purity of flavour and finish. As the vineyard gets older, like us, the wine is becoming more polished and complex.’ He describes Clos de Ste Anne Chardonnay as ‘a delicate and subtle food wine with hints of grilled bread, honey and cloves on the nose . . . [and] a pure, crisp mineral flavour.’

			The grapes are sourced exclusively from Naboth’s Vineyard at Manutuke, a steep, 2-hectare block with a commanding view across the Poverty Bay flats to the coast. The soils are shallow volcanic loams, overlying sedimentary limestone and sandstone. Pronounced ‘Nay-both’ (rhyming with cloth), the vineyard was planted with Chardonnay and Pinot Noir in 1989.

			Designed for cellaring, Clos de Ste Chardonnay is based on very low-yielding (3.5 tonnes of grapes per hectare, on average), unirrigated vines. Hand-picked, it is barrel-fermented with natural yeasts, but malolactic fermentation is normally avoided, to underline its pure, crisp, minerally personality. Rather than new barrels, the more ‘discreet’ influence of second-fill French oak casks is preferred.

			A very powerful, complex wine, with tight, citrusy, minerally flavours, Clos de Ste Anne Chardonnay typically drinks superbly at three to five years old, but matures very gracefully for a decade, becoming softer, more toasty and honeyed with age.

			If you like this wine, also try: Craggy Range Les Beaux Cailloux; Millton Gisborne Chardonnay Opou Vineyard

			CLOS HENRI MARLBOROUGH SAUVIGNON BLANC
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			Price: $29

			HOW’S this for flattery? Domaine Henri Bourgeois, the producer of some of France’s top Sauvignon Blancs, expanded into Marlborough in 2001, establishing Clos Henri, inland from Renwick. ‘Our ultimate objective is to offer a wine that tells you the story of its origins, whispers it’s not French but from Marlborough, and voices that it is crafted from the specific Clos Henri terroir,’ says the head of the family, Jean-Marie Bourgeois.

			Clos Henri is a notably ripe style of Sauvignon Blanc with rich tropical-fruit flavours and a minerally thread. Fresh, punchy and dry, it shows excellent depth, complexity and roundness. A sophisticated wine, in top vintages it’s a joy to drink.

			Henri Bourgeois, a big company with extensive vineyards in Sancerre and Pouilly-Fumé, was founded in 1952 by Etienne Henri Bourgeois, a descendant of many generations of Sancerre wine-growers. Clos Henri is not ‘simply after a herbaceous quality,’ says Jean-Marie. ‘Rather, we want Sauvignon Blanc to show roundness, richness, texture — all the attributes we associate with fine wine.’

			On a hill site and flat land, Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir are close-planted in a mix of stony riverbed soils (75 per cent) and clays (25 per cent.) By 2012, when planting is scheduled to finish, the estate vineyard will cover 65 hectares.

			Winemaker Damien Yvon, who grew up in the Loire Valley, told UK writer Rosemary George, in Decanter magazine, that ‘the Bourgeois family is not keen on varietal character. You must control the vigour, and pick when everything is ripe, to avoid greenness.’

			The grapes are hand-harvested from low-cropped vines (7 tonnes per hectare) cultivated in gravelly soils. The juice is fermented in a mix of stainless steel tanks (90 per cent) and old French oak puncheons (10 per cent), and then matured on its light yeast lees, with regular stirring, for up to 10 months.

			Here’s how Clos Henri describes the wine: ‘The nose shows finesse and restraint — subtle aromas of peach, lime and coconut, supported by a nice minerality. The mouth follows the nose, with roundness and mouthfeel; the wine also stands out by a present, but not overwhelming, acidity. The mouth is long and the minerality persists.’

			If you are looking for a deliciously easy-drinking style of Sauvignon Blanc, rich, ripe and well-rounded, Clos Henri is for you. Grown in clay — rather than stony — soils, Bel Echo by Clos Henri Sauvignon Blanc is slightly less rich, but still satisfying. So, too, is the lowest-priced Sauvignon Blanc of the trio, Petit Clos by Clos Henri, based on young vines.

			If you like this wine, also try: Bel Echo by Clos Henri Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc; Seresin Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc

			CLOS MARGUERITE MARLBOROUGH SAUVIGNON BLANC

			[image: Clos Marguerite.JPG]

			Price: $28

			‘WE probably are control freaks,’ admits Marguerite Van Hove. ‘We don’t use contract labour; we don’t use contract grapes; we don’t use contract winemaking. Our view has always been to build a business around things we own and control.’

			Since the first vintage in 2002, Clos Marguerite has stood out as one of the region’s most compelling Sauvignon Blancs — weighty, dry and minerally. The vineyard, on the south bank of the Awatere River, is owned by Jean-Charles Van Hove, who has a winemaking degree from the University of Bordeaux, and his wife, Marguerite, both Belgians.

			Since arriving in New Zealand in 1996, Jean-Charles has worked at Gladstone Vineyard, Corbans and Winegrowers of Ara. After buying their land in 1998, the couple chose to live on it, ‘to observe the terroir and live the climate’, before they planted their first vines in 2000.

			Adjacent to Triplebank Vineyard, owned by Pernod Ricard NZ, Clos Marguerite lies on a gravel terrace, alongside a sheer, 14-metre drop to the river. The property has 8 hectares of vines (including 3 hectares of Pinot Noir) and an on-site winery, but no cellar door.

			Clos Marguerite’s vines are cultivated in gravelly, free-draining soils overlying mudstone. ‘For the viticulturist, this is heaven in terms of vine vigour,’ says Jean-Charles, an expert on vineyard soils. The close-planted vines are low-yielding (only 7 to 10 tonnes of hand-picked grapes per hectare). The juice is cool-fermented in stainless steel tanks and the wine is lees-aged for several months before bottling.

			What style of Sauvignon Blanc are they aiming for? ‘It has a wonderful weight, texture and mouthfeel. The flavours are fresh and clean, carried by a fine acidity and delicate mineral character, yet offering a sumptuous array of ripe fruit characters.’

			Clos Marguerite Sauvignon Blanc is a weighty, rounded wine, sweet-fruited and dry, that grows across the palate to a resounding finish. Much riper than most of the Awatere Valley’s Sauvignon Blancs, it is powerful, concentrated and long.

			‘This is Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc, but not as you know it,’ say the Van Hoves. ‘It is for those who want an encounter, rather than just a drink.’

			If you like this wine, also try: Tupari Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc; Tohu Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc

			CLOUDY BAY SAUVIGNON BLANC

			[image: Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc.jpg]

			Price: $30

			AFTER tasting the most famous Kiwi wine of all, writers tend to wax lyrical. Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc has been praised as ‘New Zealand’s finest export since Sir Richard Hadlee’ (David Thomas, Punch); ‘Another gorgeous example of just how thrilling Sauvignon Blanc can be when it has such bright complexity — a riot of lime, guava and fresh celery notes…’ (Wine Spectator); and as ‘like hearing Glenn Gould playing the Goldberg variations, or seeing Niki Lauda at full tilt’ (Mark Shields, Sun Herald, Melbourne).

			An authoritative wine, Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc is mouthfilling and finely scented, with beautifully ripe, zesty, melon/lime flavours that build to a crisp, dry, lasting finish. Weighty, complex and finely textured, it’s a sophisticated — rather than pungently herbaceous — style, with great drinkability.

			Launched from the 1985 vintage, the wine was an instant success. Wine lovers in the UK who wanted to buy the latest Cloudy Bay in the late 1980s joined a waiting list. Since then, production has skyrocketed and Cloudy Bay is now part of the Moet-Hennessy Louis Vuitton luxury goods group.

			Chief winemaker Kevin Judd, who had been at the helm from the start, left at the end of the milestone 2009 vintage — the 25th for Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc. The baton was passed to Australian Tim Heath, who worked with Judd for five years, ‘absorbing as much of his 25 years’ worth of knowledge as I could’.

			The grapes, grown in Cloudy Bay’s own vineyards and those of long-term growers in the Wairau Valley, are mostly harvested by machine, with yields averaging 8 to 10 tonnes per hectare. The juice is mostly fermented in stainless steel tanks, but about 4 per cent of the blend is handled in old French oak barriques, ‘to increase mouthfeel and palate weight’. Bottled in September, the wine is released by October, six months after the harvest.

			Heath describes the 2010 as having ‘characteristically uplifting aromas of ripe lime and grapefruit, nectarine, papaya and mango, and floral notes of orange blossom, gooseberry and sweet fennel. … [The palate has] a chalky, weighty texture balanced by a minerally citrus acid backbone. The wine has elegant line and length: refined, fleshy yet focused and refreshing.’

			Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc is deliciously fresh and flavour-crammed in its youth, but it can also mature well for a decade, acquiring a food-friendly, toasty complexity. That the famous label has retained its impressive quality, while being built into sufficient volumes to be exported around the world, has been the greatest achievement of the Cloudy Bay team.
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