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For the family I already had and the second one I gained. Amazing neither of them has killed me yet.
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How I Wound Up in the South Pacific with Grape Skins in My Underwear


Let’s get one thing clear right away. You’re not reading this book because I’m some kind of wine expert. You’re reading this book because at the time I set out to write it, I was just like you: I liked drinking wine even though I knew relatively little about it. Actually, I’m embarrassed to admit that for years I was the worst kind of wine drinker: the kind who thinks he knows something about wine. Carlo Rossi’s mattress stains could’ve taught you more about wine than I could have.

I declared myself a wine expert, wrongly and assholishly, during my senior year of college, for a simple reason: because I was in college. College students think they’re experts in everything, and my circle of friends was no exception. We didn’t just think the world would be different if we were in charge—we knew it would be. Because we were drunk.

But we weren’t just regular drunks; we thought we were so much cooler. In lieu of dank frat-house basements and warm Coors Light, just about every Saturday night my friends and I would pile into a jazz bar that sold Washington-made Hogue Cellars Fume Blanc by the bottle for about thirteen dollars. Early on I figured out that it didn’t make sense to spend thirty or forty dollars on gin and tonics if I could get just as drunk by ordering a bottle of Hogue with one glass. Everyone else in the group quickly caught on to my line of thinking. One night we drank every last drop of Hogue in the place and still left with money in our pockets. (A brief word to the wise: Well-meaning as it may be, the compliment “I used to get so wasted on this stuff in college” does not go over well when you visit Hogue, now one of the biggest and most reputable wineries in Washington state.) From this experience I somehow convinced myself I was a wine expert when all I really knew was how to get drunk on wine for less than twenty bucks.

After I graduated my thoughts on wine didn’t change, but my alcohol-consumption habits varied depending on what job I had or where I lived or whether I had a sex life. For example, when I had my first—and worst—job, at a public television station, I drank giant gin and tonics when I got home every night. You would, too, if you had to spend each workday assembling direct-mail pieces for a Nazi devil woman with dried saliva caked on the corners of her mouth. Because I wasn’t getting laid I switched to whiskey, since one bottle can get you through long periods of unintended celibacy. And after the dried-spit Nazi devil woman fired me I went with the cheapest beer I could afford. I did, however, order wine when and if I went out for dinner courtesy of the Department of Employment. But I always ordered Hogue, or something similar.

Around 2000 I joined the dot-com boom in New York, and for a while I dated a French girl. However, I’m afraid this isn’t the part where I tell you that she took me back to France and taught me everything there is to know about Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Champagne (and the Paris sex clubs in which the wines are served). Actually, we barely ever left her apartment. We ordered in, because at the time I could only cook two things (mac and cheese, and mac and cheese with Cheez Whiz), and she couldn’t cook at all. She had so little interest in food and wine—plus she didn’t smoke and she shaved her armpits—that they must’ve kicked her out of France for not being French enough. It wasn’t long before we went our separate ways and I was back on the whiskey. I needed to get away for a couple of weeks, and a friend passed along to me a magazine article about a camping and mountain-biking tour around the South Island of New Zealand. I decided to do it even though at the time I couldn’t have pointed to the country on a map, but the article made the tour sound like a great way to see a new country and get laid. The first part turned out to be exactly what I’d hoped for, but the second, well, I was still drinking whiskey.

For a short time, that is. I met two Germans and a British guy named Spencer—no, we didn’t have an orgy. What did happen was Spencer suggested we all take a day trip to wineries once the tour was over. I saw it as an opportunity to get drunk for a day, but Spencer, a longtime wine drinker, was informed enough to know that wine isn’t just France, Italy, and California. He knew that with some science, some tradition, and a little luck you can make good-tasting wine just about anywhere.

By the mid-1970s, New Zealanders of European descent had been growing and making wine up and down the country for about a century. But it was little more than a few people growing this variety here or that variety there and maybe having enough booze to talk a couple of girls into a threesome. New Zealand winemakers eventually started making grape-flavored, bag-in-a-box rocket fuel on a commercial scale. Then someone, somewhere along the line about thirty years ago, figured out that the Marlborough region—with its three-hundred-plus days of sunshine; low annual rainfall; nutrient-rich, stony soil; and cool, maritime climate—would be perfect for growing Sauvignon Blanc. Around the same time someone else figured out that the warmer weather of Hawkes Bay on the North Island would work well for Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, and Syrah. A little later someone else figured out that the rugged, arid, mountainous Central Otago, at the bottom of the South Island, would be ideal for Pinot Noir. And so on. New Zealand’s winemakers, generally educated in botany, biochemistry, or even food science, then began traveling to California, Europe, and South America to learn the traditional tricks of the trade. By the mid-1990s, with their scientific knowledge and study-abroad experience, New Zealanders were making wine that was just as good as or better than anyone else’s—and selling it for a fraction of the price. In less than three decades New Zealand had done what the French, Spanish, and Italians needed two thousand years to do. Connoisseurs, like Spencer, knew that the Kiwis had caught the traditionalists with their thumbs up their asses.

And from my very first sip of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc at ten-thirty or so on that morning, I knew it, too—I was tasting something special. My mouth zipped and zinged, and though I couldn’t describe the flavors I was tasting, I was sure of only one thing: I wanted more. I was hammered by noon, with five wineries still to go. At one point I stole the tour guide’s microphone in the van and started singing karaoke—“The Tracks of My Tears” by Smokey Robinson—even though I didn’t know the words. I might’ve taken off my shirt, too, but I don’t remember. From winery to winery and sip to sip, the wines just got better and better. From the time I got back home to Brooklyn, whenever I was in a wine shop I either bought wine from New Zealand or asked for something similar. Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc was my new Hogue.

The difference, though, was instead of drinking just one wine from one place I was drinking the same type of wine from several different Marlborough producers, so they all tasted slightly different from one another. Because the wines were all different I assumed there had to be something different about each of the winemakers. I assumed that what’s in the bottle says as much about the winemaker as, say, what the food on the plate says about the chef. It never occurred to me that there might be other elements involved, some completely beyond human control.

For a few years after that trip I was still guzzling whatever New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc I could find at night, and spending my daylight hours working the copy desk at a small business magazine. It was better than working for the Nazi devil woman at PBS, but the same could probably be said for cleaning up monkey shit at the zoo (which, I imagine, is very similar to working at PBS). So out of a desire to drink more, work less, and maybe satisfy a little curiosity, up sprang the idea of just throwing myself into the lifestyle: getting a job at a winery and writing a book about it. I mean, how hard could it all be? Only thing to figure out was where to go.

I thought about France and California, but I couldn’t imagine a winery would let an idiot with no training anywhere near their facilities. Plus, a quick Amazon search showed that the world needs another book about French or California wine about as badly as it needs another Starbucks. I had my heart set on returning to New Zealand, but had no idea where to begin.

I got some help when I attended my ten-year high-school reunion. One person I considered a friend back then, a guy named Jim, told me that he’d just returned from New Zealand, where he did forestry work. He explained the ins and outs of getting a one-year work visa. Right then I knew I had my one-way ticket to the good life, strolling through vineyards, having three-hour lunches, and gulping the wine I already couldn’t get enough of.

I got the visa, then cold-called a guy in San Francisco named David Strada, who does marketing work for New Zealand wines in the United States. I pitched him the idea of working at a winery and writing a book, and though he had to have known right away that I had no clue what I was talking about, he was nice enough not to hang up on me or call me a moron. What he told me was that I couldn’t have called at a better time.

It just so happened that New Zealand was about to enter the most pivotal time in its brief winemaking history. David said that the grape volume of the 2004 harvest in Marlborough was projected to be 50 percent higher than ever before. I think he was trying to tell me that I was asking for trouble, but all I heard was that there’d be 50 percent more wine for me to drink. Despite the disconnect, however, he agreed with my basic idea of getting an up close look at the people and the process, and that in order to do so I needed a winemaking family to welcome me into its home and workplace. And put up with me, of course. But I also needed them to put me to work. Just as no one would have trusted Bill Buford to write about English soccer thugs if he hadn’t become one, I reasoned, I knew I had to make wine in order to tell the story of the largest wine region in New Zealand (not to mention one of the most prominent in the southern hemisphere). I couldn’t imagine that the work would be all that difficult, though to remain completely objective and open-minded (and make my credit-card company panic), I made it clear that wherever I worked, I needed to do it for free. Allan Scott Wines & Estates gladly accepted my offer.

This was actually the first winery I approached, because I had a good feeling about the place when the two Germans, Spencer, and I stumbled in there for a tasting toward the end of the day way back in early 2001. For whatever reason, I remembered liking the wine from there more than any of the others. Even though I’d never written anything informed or coherent about wine (or anything else, some would argue), convincing Allan to let me into his world proved easier than I thought. This is pretty much how the first phone conversation went:


Me: Hi, Allan. This is Eric Arnold calling from New York.

Allan: I already told you I fuckin’ hate aluminum siding. Stop calling.



Click.

Okay, not really. But the call was nearly as brief. I asked if he could put me to work at his winery while I wrote a book, and he said sure, no problem. He never asked if I was a serial killer, planned to smuggle heroin up my ass, or both. He just told me to show up whenever.

Easy. Good life, here I come. I quit my job and a few weeks after our brief conversation, I was on a plane to New Zealand, timing my arrival for mid-March (just before harvest). On the last leg of the journey, from Auckland to Marlborough (the northeastern tip of the South Island), I stared out the window of the little propeller plane—as it bounced over row after endless row of green vines stretching across the valley—since it was all I could do to keep from throwing up. My nausea only increased once the plane was safely on the ground, because the enormity of it all had just begun to sink in. I’d landed in a country I didn’t know, to work with people I didn’t know, in an industry I didn’t know, and then write a book about it. Which was something I’d never done. It quickly became clear that it wouldn’t get any easier.

Allan picked me up at the airport, only a couple of miles from his home, vineyards, and winery. Calling the area desolate on that late-afternoon weekday would’ve been like calling Dean Martin a bit tipsy. We didn’t pass a single car as Allan drove me past some small homes, a couple of vineyards, and a sheep paddock … and that was pretty much it. We turned onto Jacksons Road and passed Allan’s winery on the left and the Cloudy Bay winery on the right, both embedded in large vineyards. We then pulled up to Allan’s house, which was hidden from the road, surrounded by tall trees Allan had planted himself. The wood and stone two-story house kind of looked like a bed and breakfast, but without the old hippies and stale muffins.

We went inside and sat in the open, airy living room. After a few minutes of get-to-know-you chitchat, Allan, who was slouched on the leather sofa, let out a long sigh. “This year will be the leveler,” he said, explaining that many Marlborough wineries would either grow or fold after the 2004 vintage. Hundreds of acres of new plantings were producing a crop for the first time, and a rainy February threatened the quality of the dense crop being carried in established vineyards. This just happened to come at a time when contract growers, who sell grapes to wineries such as Allan’s, had raised their price per ton of grapes to their highest-ever levels. In some cases they were delivering grape volumes double what was expected—and therefore collecting double the money from the wineries. Some wineries would be able to maintain a respectable level of quality and sell all their wine, while others would founder and ultimately get acquired or absorbed by their neighbors. It was an incredibly tense time. “I don’t want anyone to go broke,” Allan said quietly, eyes fixed on the muted television. It could have been showing Girls Gone Wild and he wouldn’t have noticed. “We just have to make sure we survive first.”

A few minutes later he fell into an early-evening snooze, lightly snoring with his head leaned back and his mouth gaping open. The guy’s industry—his whole way of life—was transforming in front of him … and he was passed out with a complete stranger sitting three feet away. The stranger felt pretty awkward (How long do I sit here? Do I wake him up? Flick his ear?), but Allan, even amid tense times, could be totally calm and cool.

Maybe it’s because Allan’s been in Marlborough pretty much since the beginning, and he’s seen and done it all. In the 1970s Allan was planting large vineyards for Montana Wines, the largest producer in New Zealand. He started at less than a dollar per hour, and by the end of the summer he was a vineyard manager making NZ$14,000 per year. Years later he was poached by Corbans, which would also become part of the Montana empire, but by 1990 Allan was ready to venture out on his own. It was small potatoes at first, since Allan and his wife, Cathy, only intended to make a few thousand cases a year, and would spend long evenings pasting on labels by hand in their living room. Today the country has more than five hundred fifty wineries producing more than 14.5 million cases a year (exporting about 1.5 million cases to the United States). Allan Scott Wines grew with everyone else. Allan and Cathy’s operation now produces more than sixty thousand cases of multiple varieties every year, and has several large vineyards. It’s a full-time job for many—especially Allan, owner and operator of the company. The vineyard manager is Cathy’s brother-in-law Brian, an old curmudgeon, and the head winemakers are Jeremy McKenzie and Allan’s son, Josh—two guys who work hard and play hard, often at the same time. Not necessarily sober, either.

So if Allan was calm, cool, and snoring, I figured maybe I should be, too. After all, I thought as I went to bed that night, I just showed up to relax, get some sun, and help make some wine, right?

Wrong. From the very next morning, my first at the winery, there was no question that what I’d signed up for was getting wet, cold, dirty, sunburned, sore, scraped, bruised, broken, and completely shit-faced. And then doing it all again the next day. As if to emphasize the point that this year was gonna be a doozy, a local farm-supply company handed out free, ugly red T-shirts with the bold, black words THE BIG ONE stamped across the front. Making wine in a faraway land might sound romantic, but even in a normal year it’s a grueling lifestyle embraced by some extraordinary as well as frighteningly ordinary people. It’s every bit as exciting and fun at some times as it is boring and exhausting at others.

Wine in general, and New Zealand wine in particular, took on a lot more meaning after my work at Allan Scott Wines and the countless hours I spent meeting and speaking with other winemakers in the region, sitting in their cluttered offices and around the kitchen tables in their homes. Turn the page and you’ll learn how wine is made in Marlborough, who makes it, why they make it the way they do—and why it tastes the way it does. Just as I did. Beyond that, it’s up to you to decide if you like New Zealand wine or any wine at all. You’ve always relied on your experiences and instincts to figure out what you like to eat, where you should live, or whose pants you want to try to get into. So by the time you’ve finished reading, you should be informed enough to undergo the same kind of trial and error to figure out what kind of wine you like to drink. Certainly you can figure it out if a miserable, undersexed idiot scarred by abuse at the hands of a Nazi devil woman at PBS eventually can.

And the best part is, unlike me you won’t ever have to pick grape skins out of your underwear.
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Author’s Note


My interviews for this book were restricted, for the most part, to wineries that have their own bricks-and-mortar winemaking facilities. There are several noteworthy Marlborough brands that make their wine at massive contract facilities, such as Rapaura Vintners, Marlborough Valley Cellars, and South Pacific Cellars. These are giant wineries where you pretty much just show up with grapes, and the winery handles all the winemaking for you, from start to finish. And while there’s nothing wrong with the several brands of wine made at each of these places, the operations themselves are large, impersonal, and, with a few exceptions, uninteresting. Furthermore, a winery’s having its own facilities is a pretty good sign that its products will be available on store shelves for years to come, whereas brands produced at contract facilities often come and go with changes of the wind. I wanted to make sure that any wine you read about in this book is available for you to try.

In fact, I highly recommend that you drink wine as you read this book. Because that’s certainly what the author did as he wrote it.

—Eric Arnold



PART I
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Harvest


—MIKE ALLAN, OWNER/WINEMAKER OF HUIA VINEYARDS
 It’s important not to just view this as wine and winemaking, but part of your total life. You work with people, you work with the land, markets all around the world, and you live in a place that enables it all to happen.
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A Family Affair


Three metric tons of Chardonnay grapes fell with a crash into the giant stainless-steel bin below the huge dump truck, landing with a loud boom that drowned out any conversation in the vicinity. As the back of the truck tilted, another four tons of grapes slid into the bin, the wet, juicy, plump berries landing on top of one another, making an arrhythmic slapping noise. Ironically, it kind of sounded like drunk people fucking.

“Seal up the tank,” Jeremy, one of the two winemakers at Allan Scott Wines (ASW), instructed me.

A hose had already been laid between the thirty-five-ton-capacity press (an imposing steel cylinder on stilts) and one of ten 20,000-liter stainless-steel tanks huddled together, each reaching more than twenty feet into the air. I affixed the seal—about the size of a bike tire—to the door of the tank and pulled it shut, twisting the clamp tight. Of course, I’d done it incorrectly, since I’d never worked at a winery. Hell, I could barely replace a bike tire, much less use something that looks like one to seal up a wine tank correctly. Jeremy was kind enough not to roll his eyes as he unscrewed the clamp on the door, pulled the seal off, attached it properly, and secured the door in place again.

“You got the one on top?” he asked, and I nodded. Why he trusted me after the debacle I’d made out of exactly the same simple task twenty feet lower to the ground, I’ll never know. He really shouldn’t have, because only a couple minutes earlier I’d closed the lid on the top of the tank and twisted its clamp tight. Sure, the thought occurred to me that there would be juice flowing in and 20,000 liters of air would have to get out somehow, but I thought, Hey, he told me to seal it up. He’s the winemaker, and I’m the wine drinker.

After the truck had rolled down the ramp and driven away to retrieve more grapes, the bin began to rise high in the air on its hydraulics. As it did, bright-green grapes, juice, stems, leaves, and twigs began to spill out of a hole in the end of the bin, pushed through by a giant steel corkscrew-looking auger, and into the crusher-destemmer.

“It’s all happening!” Allan said excitedly, and gave me a gentle punch on the stomach before walking off briskly, having witnessed the beginning of a vintage for the thirty-somethingth time.

The crusher-destemmer was rattling and rumbling as it let a green, slushy mixture of grapes and juice fall below into the must pump, while it spit all the leaves, twigs, branches, and perfectly clean stems out the other side.

“I’m mesmerized as to how this works,” I told Jeremy, once I realized I’d been staring at it like a stoned housecat.

“You’ll figure it out,” he said confidently, “’cause you get to clean it later.” This, I’d discover, is essentially how you learn how everything works at a winery. Clean it, get it dirty, take it apart, clean it again, put it back together. Repeat. Just make sure the American guy doesn’t fuck it up somehow.

The must pump continually pushed the grapes and juice through a long, four-inch-diameter hose, into the end of the press, a giant steel cylinder about the size of most overpriced studio apartments in New York. Juice then ran out the other end of the press and into a small stainless-steel tub from which Jeremy and Josh, the second winemaker and Allan’s son, regularly dipped glasses and pulled out juice to swirl, sniff, and taste. From the tub the juice ran to a pump, which then pushed the juice through a long, one-inch-diameter hose, into the bottom of the tank.

Josh was answering one of many idiotic questions I’d ask him about his job when the pump, which had been at work for about half an hour, started to make a rattling noise. It was a subtle-enough sound that my untrained ear didn’t notice a difference, but it elicited a near-Pavlovian response in Josh. Only without the drooling.

“Is the lid open?” he asked me, gesturing in the general direction of the tank.

I looked at him confidently and said, “Shouldn’t be. I closed it,” my tone of voice conveying, I’m cool. I’ve done what I’ve been told. Jeremy told me to seal it up, and I did. I may never have worked at a winery, but I can follow instructions. He told me to seal it up, and I sealed that thing so frickin’ tight it—

As if the roof of his house were on fire, Josh sprinted up the ladder to the catwalk and began furiously twisting at the clamp on the lid of the tank to defuse the ticking time bomb I’d inadvertently created. If he hadn’t heard the pump struggle when he did, well, this book would’ve ended right after this sentence. A pocket of air that had been under ever-increasing pressure escaped as Josh got the lid open, thus keeping the tank from exploding and sending grape-juice-coated steel shrapnel in every direction, which would have made the winery look like your average neighborhood in Baghdad.

When Josh came down from the catwalk, his hair was blown back as though he’d been driving a Formula One car in a wind tunnel. He was smiling because he could see the humor of the situation, but the accompanying shake of his head spoke volumes. “When Jeremy said seal it,” he told me, “he meant just put the seal on. Not seal it shut! Fuck, I got a huge blast of air in the face there.” (This was Kiwi slang for, “Are you tryin’ to fucking kill us all?”)

He proceeded to give me a brief lesson in junior-high-level physics, a class I’d obviously slept through. “And when you let juice out,” he concluded, “you have to open the lid or the whole thing will collapse in on itself. It’ll look like an empty beer can when you crush it with your hand.” Of course, for the remainder of the harvest whenever I was asked to seal a tank, the request would be quickly followed by, mockingly, “Not the top.” (This, translated from Kiwi slang, meant, “Please don’t try fuckin’ killing us all again.”) I felt like the Scottish guy in that joke who says, “I laid every brick in this town, but do they call me a bricklayer? No! But I fuck just one goat …”

I managed to make it through the rest of the day without causing thousands of dollars’ worth of damage—or any gruesome deaths. We crushed seventeen tons of Chardonnay grapes that would later become sparkling wine, but for the time being was called “bubbly base” in the local lingo.

Indeed, as Allan said, it was all happening. My new life as a professional drunk/winery bitch had begun—fortunately, not with a bang.

·  ·  ·

It would make my job a hell of a lot easier if I told you that was my first day at the winery, that I arrived just in time for the start of the crush, and that everything was just peachy and incident-free from then on out. But I’d be lying, and this book would be indistinguishable from any one of Andrea Immer’s perky collections of wine commentary. I should point out, too, that I have nicer tits.

Anyway, I had landed in Auckland about two weeks earlier, when Lord of the Rings mania was still in full swing, even though the excitement over the final installment had died down months earlier throughout the rest of the world. I never got the sense that Kiwis, a normally underappreciated people, were overly enthusiastic about the Peter Jackson movie and the attention it brought them, but they certainly seemed enthusiastic when it came to capitalizing on it. I saw a health-food stand called Gandalf ’s Pantry and a Middle Eastern take-out place called Lord of the Kebab. I wouldn’t have to worry about Marlborough, though. No Lord of the Rings shit there. Unfortunately, however, it was like stepping into the movie Boys Don’t Cry, only with a different accent.

Okay, maybe I’m being a bit harsh. Really, Blenheim, the main town in Marlborough, is just a farm town, and farm towns have a lot of farm people (and sheep with some of the biggest testicles you’ve ever seen—I swear, they’re like fuzzy basketballs). People in a small farm town look, think, and act differently. And sometimes they, too, have the biggest testicles you’ve ever seen.

One night when I was in a bar drinking with one of the ASW vineyard guys Ra, I was introduced to a dude named Clint.

“Hey, Clint!” Ra yelled at him. “Come here and show Eric your ball!”

Clint walked over and started to unbuckle his pants, even though I pleaded with him not to show me his balls.

“No, his ball … just one of ’em. You gotta see this,” Ra told me.

“Please, keep your pants up,” I begged him. “I don’t wanna see your … holy SHIT!”

This guy had one testicle the size of a grapefruit, and the other one was the regular size. Seriously, this guy made Picasso subjects look normal.

“What do you feed that thing?” I asked him, but he just shrugged his shoulders as he zipped up his fly. There was nothing I could say about his giant ball that this guy probably hadn’t already heard. He left before I could encourage him to run off and join the circus, but I suppose the thought’s never occurred to him since the town pretty much seemed to be a traveling carnival that just never went on the road. This guy was right at home.

However, I wasn’t exposed to any of this at first—I was busy at the winery pretty much from the get-go. Even though I flew down to Marlborough after a couple of days in Auckland—timing my arrival for the middle of March and the start of harvest—the fruit wasn’t ready when I arrived at Allan Scott Wines, situated halfway down Jacksons Road in the heart of the region. No one’s was. February had brought one of the coolest and rainiest summers ever experienced in Marlborough, throwing everything out of whack as far as what grapes would be ripe for picking when. But there was still enough work to fill a day. Wine from the previous year, still sitting in tanks, needed to be bottled, though most of the preharvest weeks were filled with cleaning. And lots of it. “Ninety-five percent of winemaking is cleaning,” Josh told me, and after two weeks of cleaning tanks, power-washing everything in sight, and hosing off everything within reach, I believed him.

It was during this time that I started to get to know the people who make Allan Scott wines. Allan’s appearance matched everything I’d heard about his personality: unassuming. He doesn’t look like the kind of guy who’s involved with any type of alcohol—drinking it or making it. Allan stands out in a crowd only because of his size, but I wouldn’t be surprised if women constantly tell him he’s a big teddy bear.

What he is, though, is a farmer. Granted, an exceptionally intelligent and well-traveled one, but a farmer nonetheless. Spend any amount of time with him, and the first thing you’ll notice is how massive his hands are. His fingers are puffy and his knuckles worn, and his handshake, though gentle, feels a bit like sandpaper. Maybe it’s genetics, or maybe years spent shearing sheep and, later, planting and tending to vines throughout Marlborough. Perhaps both. But no matter how fancy the visitors’ entrance to the winery, or even Allan’s sunny, spacious office above it, look at his hands and you’ll know instantly that any amount of luxury he enjoys is purely a result of hard work.

In other words, behind the complex business that is Allan Scott Wines is an uncomplicated man. He always wears jeans and a button-down shirt, which would suggest a near constant state of relaxation if his normal expression weren’t one of worry and concern. After all, much of the hair on the top of his head left long ago, perhaps having been tugged away with each early frost or late fall of rain. But he’s smart, steady, and calm, taking things as they come and refusing to make decisions before all the facts are in.

Nevertheless, it was mid-March, and harvest should have been under way, so if Allan was experiencing any anxiety at all, it was only because everyone else was, and unloading it on him.

“To be honest, I hate this time of year,” he told me across the table as we waited for our food in a Thai restaurant in Blenheim one night. The only Thai restaurant in Blenheim, actually (and I think the people who work there are Korean). “I can’t go anywhere without people I don’t know asking me, ‘How’s the harvest?’” Sure enough, only fifteen minutes after we sat down, at least four people had waved hello or come over to ask that very question. “It’s not that I don’t want to talk about it, but so many people ask me, and it’s just such a stressful time of year. I’d like a T-shirt that says, ‘Don’t fucking ask me about the harvest!’”

Allan often changes subjects when he speaks, or gazes into the distance at odd moments. He’s also a neat freak, picking up even the smallest piece of trash lying on the grounds of the winery. What it all adds up to is a man who doesn’t at all seem like someone who would have his name splashed on more than 600,000 bottles of wine every year.

“It was Cathy’s idea,” he told me over dinner in the Thai restaurant, “and it was the right one. I was a little nervous about it at first, since we only ever intended to make five thousand cases a year. But as we grew, the brand developed on its own, separate from me.”

It’s evident simply by looking at the winery’s public entrance or even the Scotts’ house. Their driveways, across Jacksons Road from each other, feature arching iron gates and stone pillars adorned with small, perched lions. The winery’s high-end reserve label is even called Prestige.

“That doesn’t quite fit with Allan,” I said as I pointed at the lions when Allan’s son, Josh, and I drove up to the house one night. “Your dad’s such a mild-mannered guy. He isn’t flashy in the slightest.”

Josh gave a little chuckle. “That’s the dragon lady at work,” he said of his own mother.

Cathy’s reputation precedes her. I never saw her completely lose her cool, but I’d heard the stories. She’s a confident woman who never needs to think about what she’s going to say or who she’s going to say it to, and her wit and honesty cut to the bone. Seriously, this lady could bring a statue to tears. She enchants some people instantly and terrifies others. Me, I’m enchanted … and a little terrified, I admit. I never want to piss her off. One time when an employee complained to Cathy that the toilet paper in the bathroom wasn’t soft enough, let’s just say that he quickly wished he hadn’t. He barely got a word in, possibly because the discussion itself was proof, in Cathy’s mind, that the guy spent too much time worrying about his ass and not enough worrying about his job. Needless to say, he doesn’t have one at ASW anymore.

“I’m the one who takes risks and tries new things, and Cathy’s the one who makes sense of them all. She’s the practical one,” Allan explained to me. I asked for an example of a time when either one of them was flat-out wrong when it came to a business decision, but he couldn’t put his finger on one. “We always work on an idea together, so it’s never just me or just her,” he said. “Sometimes one of us is more right than the other,” he confessed with a wry smile.

Allan and Cathy have three children, all of them involved in the wine business in one way or another. Their oldest daughter, Victoria, twenty-nine, has two children of her own, and helps run the winery’s restaurant alongside her mother. Middle child, Josh, twenty-three, is one of the winemakers at his parents’ operation, and youngest daughter, Sara, twenty-one, is a winemaker in training. In 2004 she was working as a cellar hand at Spy Valley, one of the newest and fastest-growing wineries in Marlborough if not all of New Zealand.

Sara has short, shaggy blond hair, is broad-shouldered, and has thick legs, as if she spends nearly every waking minute exercising. And she does. The times I saw her in the morning on my way to the winery she’d either already swum for an hour or ridden twenty kilometers on her bike. Most days she also runs, and it’s a wonder that she even considered winemaking as a career since she makes the people in those Bowflex infomercials look like your average muumuu-wearing audience member on Jerry Springer.

I refrained from asking her too much about her life or winemaking career plans, because if you haven’t grown up in New Zealand, she’s impossible to understand. My notes would have been just squiggles.

One night that I happened to be at the Scotts’ house, her phone rang, and she got more and more excited as the conversation continued. Finally, when she ended the call, she turned and said to me, “Gointa Chryse-shurch tatheh Medlef kahn-sit! J’no Medlef?”

“Uh, no,” I responded. “Medlef? What’s Medlef?”

“Meatloaf,” Allan interjected before Sara could answer. “Christ, Sara,” he said. “I spent all that money on your education, and you can’t even speak properly.”

“Meeeeeeeeaaaaaaat … loooooooooooaaaaaaf,” she said mockingly, and soon thereafter left the room.

“Both Sara and Josh,” Allan said as he shook his head. “Their diction is just terrible.”

I learned this all too well, having spent most of my time with Josh, as I not only worked under him at the winery, but lived in his house. It’s a good thing I did, since the more time I spent around him the less time it took to comprehend the Kiwi accent and the slang. It helped, too, that our third housemate, a well-spoken Air New Zealand pilot named Timur, could act as an interpreter. (Our fourth housemate was Josh’s dog, Billy, a Jack Russell who’s extremely adept at licking his own penis.)

Josh’s small den of alcohol consumption, er, I mean, tin-roofed house is set at the end of a long gravel driveway, behind what’s known as the Omaka vineyard—ASW’s largest, situated about a mile southwest of the winery. The other vineyards are Moorland, which surrounds the winery; Wallops, which surrounds Allan’s house across the street; and the Hounds, which sits about two kilometers east of the winery.

“I rather liked living at home,” the twenty-three-year-old told me. “But my parents kicked me out.”

“Why?” I asked as we bounced along in Josh’s Jeep toward his house, between rows of vines, as opposed to on the even bumpier gravel driveway.

“Because I kept eating all their food and drinking all their wine,” he said, as if such things were beyond his control. (They may very well be considering how much food and wine he and I would consume over the next year.) Josh is a beast of a guy. He’s as big as his father and shares most of his features—despite retaining his hair (for now) and sweating the small stuff now and again. He plays on the local rugby team, Moutere (pronounced mo-tree), and never shies away from a task at the winery that involves brute force.

“Come on, you dirty bitch!” he’ll scream as he wraps his long, sausage-link fingers around hose connections, trying to untwist them from the valves, refusing to use a wrench. “You fucking whore!” And sure enough, he usually manages to complete the task with his bare hands. Similarly, I found the word “cunt” helped me … but I still usually needed wrenches.

Josh was never a particularly good student, and more or less stopped attending school by the time he was fifteen years old. He grew up around the winery, and learned everything inside out simply by doing it all. Like his father, he’s proof that ruggedness and wine expertise can find a home in one body. Though he lacks the refined sensibilities of what most people probably imagine is the archetypal European winemaker (or anyone else for that matter, since he chews with his mouth open, curses like a sailor, and makes crude jokes whenever the opportunity presents itself—much like the author of this book, except for the openmouthed-chewing thing), Josh is European in his approach, relying on what he sees and tastes rather than what a teacher or textbook ever told him. He trusts his instincts before the results of a lab test.

When he was working in Sancerre, France, for a year, he was out walking through the rows with the owner of the winery, who plucked a grape from a vine and popped it into his mouth. “It’s ready,” he told Josh.

“‘Bullshit,’ I said to him,” Josh recalled. “He didn’t have a lab, so I borrowed some equipment from a winery up the road, and sure enough, he was right on the money. They know their vines so well and have so many years of tradition. In New Zealand we have no fuckin’ tradition.”

They do, but it’s called science. And that half of the ASW winemaking duo is represented by Jeremy McKenzie. Allan calls the team of Josh and Jeremy “the brawn and the brains.” Jeremy, twenty-seven, has also worked in France, but he has degrees in forensics and biochemistry, and even spent time working crime scenes in Auckland before he decided to settle on winemaking as a career.

Jeremy is a very by-the-book winemaker. “He’s the theoretical one and I’m the practical one,” Josh told me before I’d even met his colleague. But that doesn’t mean Jeremy is a geek. Far from it. Not only does he play on Moutere with Josh (he’s one of the team’s best players), he stays in shape by running in the mountains, and he won’t so much as touch a cigarette. He hunts wild boar in the forest with his three dogs, which chase down the pig and clamp their jaws onto its ears until Jeremy can catch up, jump on the pig’s back, and slash its throat. He’s a wall of muscle and an absolute pit bull on the rugby field, yet he’s mild-mannered, and often sports his straight, white grin when he speaks.

Jeremy and Josh are close friends, and spend as much time together away from work as they do at work, much of it on the rugby field. (When I went to watch them play a preseason match one night in the lead-up to harvest, I learned that the most important element of the sport is stomping on the other guys with your spikes when they’re on the ground, then buying each other beers afterward.) Everything about them is contradictory when it comes to winemaking, however, and it’s why they work so well together even if they do often butt heads. Nevertheless, Jeremy is more or less treated like family by the Scotts. That’s just how the Scotts are, really. Treat them well, and they’ll treat you well. Fuck with them, and …

In other words, gaining the Scotts’ trust isn’t easy. Among those who have, to varying degrees, are assistant winemaker, Jemma Funnell, an Australian who’s made wine as far away as Crete and as nearby as Cloudy Bay (the winery right across the street), and Geoff Hopkins, manager of ASW’s bottling hall. Even though she’s only twenty-five, Jemma has a round, wise-looking face, which I saw a lot less of than her ass, since she gets plumber’s crack whenever she bends over to mix a bucket of yeast or pick up a wrench. Which is often. “She knows it, but she just doesn’t care,” Geoff told me. Geoff is as pleasant and good-natured as Jemma, but he’s probably one of the hardest-working—yet most easygoing—people I’ve ever met. When someone has to get to the winery at 5:00 A.M. or needs to stay until 4:00 A.M., Geoff’s your man. He’s a blue-collar guy through and through, and seems to like working in the wine business, having done so for more than a decade. But he’s also a guy who can have a beer with his colleagues as easily as he can with college professors after a long day on the job.

Also on hand for the vintage were Tim, a Kiwi who more or less bounces from job to job, but returns to ASW every year to work as a cellar hand, as well as two French harvest workers. Marine, twenty-three, was pretty, blond, petite, and friendly. She reminded me a bit of the exchange student in high school every guy wanted to be the first to bang. The other, well, I’ll call him Frenchie. Of course, I know his name, but for one, Frenchie is the name Jeremy and Josh used for him as well as for Marine, and two, Frenchie could be a total dick to work with. In a word, he’s French. In truth, Frenchie actually proved to be a really nice guy away from the winery. Unfortunately, it wasn’t until after the harvest that he told me that one of his favorite things to do is get stoned and watch The Big Lebowski (so if not for Frenchie, I never would have learned that the Dude is known as Le Mec in French). I have no doubt that would have scored him at least some cool points with me and, more important, everyone else, if he’d mentioned this at the very beginning. But instead he had a holier-than-thou attitude on the job that did him no favors.

So aside from Frenchie, ASW was a group of nice, well-adjusted people, passionate about what they do. But not the complete antithesis to the boorish farm-town life. The person at the winery I have to thank for introducing me to that side of Blenheim is Kosta, the chef in ASW’s restaurant. At first I thought Kosta was the life of the party, but at some point I came to realize that he was just insane. (I therefore bonded with him very quickly.) For starters, no one I met ever actually knew how old he was, since he just told everyone he was nineteen, even though he was clearly inching toward thirty. And it would only take about half a beer before the guy would drop his pants and tuck his stuff between his legs à la Silence of the Lambs. For his birthday, Cathy gave him a pencil holder that was a plastic naked guy, bent over, and when you put the pencil in his ass, he’d scream, “Ohhhh! That feels goooood!” Kosta thought it was the best gift he’d ever received. If that isn’t enough for you, he once called out my name when he was getting a blow job from a nineteen-year-old girl (she corroborated this), though somehow I think he did it just so he’d have a funny story to tell. I’ll never know for sure, though, since he just sort of disappeared one day, kind of like D-Day at the end of Animal House.

Long before he split, though, Kosta moonlighted as manager of a tacky, Native American�themed bar in the center of town called Bar Navajo, which, of course, had a couple of stuffed Indians in the corner, dream catchers hanging on the walls, and other odd touches obviously chosen by someone who’d never actually been anywhere near a real, live Native American. After the harvest, sometime in May, I needed some time away from the winery as well as a way to earn some cash, so Kosta happily offered me a job behind the bar on Friday nights. And since this bar happened to be the hangout of choice for Blenheim’s not-so-elite (such as a retarded guy with no teeth, known as Dangerous Dave, whom the other bartenders seemed to have no moral qualms about serving copious amounts of alcohol), it was never a question of if there was going to be a brawl, but when and how many. The other joys of the job included finding a used condom as I cleaned up for the night; two of the female bartenders deciding to fuck each other in the bathroom out of pure boredom; a patron getting thrown out, only to return and smash the bouncer’s face with his steel-toed boot; and another patron giving me the brown eye (wow, those things do get wide when you’ve spent time in prison). Anyway, these were just a few of the things that made me wonder what I’d done wrong in a past life to deserve being punished while trying to earn an extra buck in this one.

Fortunately, I wasn’t exposed to any of this until after the harvest. If I had been before or even during that time, I’d have probably tried to swim back to North America, perfectly at ease with the fact that I’d be shark bait inside of a mile. However, the harvest would turn out to be as thrilling and captivating as it was insanely goddamn busy, so I was under a spell. No matter how completely bizarre I found the town to be, or how mentally and physically exhausting the work got, from day one at the winery I was hooked.

·  ·  ·

On that first day of crushing, while the bubbly base Chardonnay grapes were in the press, Jemma was holed up in the lab, where she’d spend much of the vintage. She was testing the Pinot Noir from three different vineyards for sugar levels, acidity, and pH. The three samples all had different colors, but all smelled like a freshly mowed lawn and tasted, well, like grape juice. The sample in the middle was red, while the outside two were brown.

“You probably got the sugar and ripeness from the second one, and acidity from the third,” Josh guessed as I tasted each one, but I just nodded because I didn’t have a fucking clue what wine-quality grape juice was supposed to taste like in the first place. “Which Jemma’s tests will now confirm,” he joked with a slight hint of cockiness. Like it or not, Josh’s instincts were usually right. Sure enough, the second sample was closest to picking, about two weeks away. Two weeks late as far as anyone in the room at that moment was concerned, but two weeks nonetheless.

These were all the same type of grapes from the same valley, in some cases from blocks or rows right next to each other—but all of them had developed differently. In 2003, Josh told me, the same variety at a block just up the road from another reached ripeness four weeks later, and was picked accordingly.

Farming rules.

So much so, that one can’t help but wonder just what sort of consideration Allan put forth before purchasing his land all those years ago. In 2003, when Cloudy Bay across the street and Allan’s neighbors to his left and right all lost 50 percent of their crop due to a spring frost, ASW was relatively unaffected. At least that’s what they told me. It could have been bullshit, although in the couple of weeks leading up to harvest it was downright freaky how often I noticed an overcast sky—with a break in the clouds just over the winery, sunshine pouring onto the Moorland vines.

But after crushing that first load of grapes, the next day the clouds were covering everyone in Marlborough, and there was relatively little to do. Josh took a phone call in the car on his way home, and the tension over The Big One was clearly setting in.

“I just don’t feel right about it, and I can’t put my finger on what it is,” he told his mother as he pulled the car to the side of the road to complete the conversation. “I’m nervous about this harvest since it’s gonna be late. I’m not sure if it’s the grapes or how the whole crop looks. Maybe I’ll calm down once we get into it.”

Maybe not.


—ALISTAIR SOPER, WINEMAKER AT HIGHFIELD ESTATE
 Vintage is a binge work period, but I know that it only lasts six or eight weeks, and after that I get a chance to chill out. I like that I can work hard, and then not work hard.
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Wine 101: The Crush


Before I tell you how the rest of the harvest went, it’s helpful to learn a little about how it all works, just as I had to (though in my case it was mostly so I could avoid injury or death). I hate to abuse the restaurant analogy, but every chef has essentially the same equipment at his or her disposal in the kitchen: knives, pots, pans, amphetamines, and so forth. It’s the quality of the ingredients they choose and what they do with all that equipment that makes them different from one another, and much the same goes for winemakers. However, if you don’t understand the tools of the trade and the processes employed, it’s a little harder to understand what makes one wine or winemaker different from the next. This is the first of a few chapters that are as much designed to help you learn about winemaking as they are to help you appreciate just what an extraordinary pain in the ass it is to make wine in the first place.

Now just to warn you, this is gonna get a bit technical. But hang in there. Nothing too complicated, and it’s only a few pages. And besides, by the end of this chapter you’ll know how wine is made as well as the people who sell it to you—maybe even better. Plus, I’d kinda hope you’d be grateful that I went all the way to New Zealand, lived off my credit card, and did all this shit so you don’t have to.

[image: Image]



First things first, get that image of Lucille Ball stomping on grapes out of your head. It’s not quite as simple as rolling around in some grapes and havin’ a few laughs. If it were, I’d make my own and probably never leave the house. Instead, the grapes are grown over several months in large vineyards. At the moment of perfect ripeness, they’re picked and brought to the winery facility. It’s there that a series of processes are employed—among them, crushing the grapes and letting the juice ferment—to turn the grapes into wine.

Where it starts to get tricky is that different varieties ripen at different times, as do different vineyards or even parts of vineyards (called “blocks”) of the same variety. It also depends on how many bunches of grapes the vines grew—the heavier the crop load, the harder it is for the vines to ripen all their grapes by the end of the season. So the idea isn’t to grow as many grapes as you possibly can. The vine ripens the grapes by capturing sunlight and absorbing nutrients from the soil. But if the vine’s carrying too many bunches, it can’t give the grapes all the nutrients and energy they need to ripen fully, so they won’t have fully developed flavors … which means crap wine. And in 2004, Marlborough’s crops were generally much heavier than in past years. So think of the harvest as a marathon, but with no starting gun to announce its beginning, and no finish line with a screaming crowd and tape to break through at the end. Sometimes you even want to wait at the starting line, letting the grapes hang out as long as possible to fully develop their flavors, and then make a mad dash to harvest them all. Wine may have an air of sophistication, but it’s based almost entirely on agriculture (the dirt, the sun, and the rain) and all the other nuances—and nuisances—that go with it.

How do you know when the grapes are ready? Good question. In Europe, so I’m told, winemakers simply go by taste. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, a winemaker will often just walk through the rows, eat a few grapes here and there, and make his decision. Taste trumps everything in Marlborough as well, but most of the winemakers always try to be one step ahead, relying on lab tests as a guideline.

“In Germany I worked for five different wineries, and not one of them had a lab,” I was told by Mike Just, the winemaker at Lawson’s Dry Hills. I have to admit, Mike was tough to take seriously at first since he wears an eye patch and an earring and has the longest mullet I’ve ever seen. Seriously. He’s also really into medieval sword-fighting, and owns a full set of armor, which I would have found scary if he weren’t one of the friendliest winemakers in Marlborough, not to mention one of the most passionate; the guy was making fruit wines in his bedroom even when he was a kid. “When someone’s drinking the wine, they’re not worried about pHs and acids,” he went on. “Either they like it or they don’t. To me the numbers just help with the parameters—help you see what’s happened previously, and see what sort of zones we’re working in.”

Matt Thomson, a consultant who makes the wines for St. Clair, Mud House, Lake Chalice, Cape Campbell, and Delta and has a master’s in biochemistry*  (he was going to be a vet, but “decided I didn’t want to have a hand stuck up a cow’s ass for the rest of my life”), relies even less on science. “Ninety-nine percent of it is on taste, just tasting grapes,” he said to me in the middle of harvest. “Science sets the borders, and if you don’t know where those are, you tend to stray outside them and make some silly wines.”

The three main things winemakers measure with lab tests are Brix, acidity, and pH. Brix is a measure of the natural sugar content of the grapes, and different varieties have optimal levels of sugar and acidity. Actually, every fruit does. When you eat an apple, orange, pear, or whatever, the reason it tastes good when it’s perfectly ripe is that its natural sugar and acidity are in balance with each other. It works the same with wine grapes. In Sauvignon Blanc, for example, you want about 22 Brix. In Chardonnay it should be anywhere from 23 to 24.5, and in Pinot Noir you want it as high as 25. You multiply that number by ten, and that’s roughly how many grams of sugar you have per liter of juice. So 25 Brix is 250 grams of sugar per liter. The trick, though, is that in waiting for your Brix to rise, the level of acidity can drop, which means the grapes don’t taste quite right, and neither will the wine. If the sugar and acidity are out of whack, the winemakers have to weigh their options: Either add sugar to compensate for the lower Brix, or add tartaric acid if the natural acids have dropped during the wait for the Brix to rise. Neither is really a great solution, but by and large you’ll find winemakers more willing to add sugar than acid. In Marlborough, sugar is usually only added to Sauvignon Blanc when the Brix level is lower than 18 or 19. Small amounts of tartaric acid are added only to a variety like Pinot Noir, because if there’s one thing Sauvignon Blanc almost never lacks, it’s acid.
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