Romance in the Stone

It’s just not what you expect. Think of New Zealand and you automatically say Sauvignon Blanc, then Chardonnay, some good sparkling wine, and finally you think of red wine, Pinot Noir obviously. But you still have not got to what the vignerons in Hawke’s Bay are promoting. 

Hawke’s Bay is an important and emerging red wine region in New Zealand, producing 70% of the country’s Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon. Chardonnay is what it was traditionally known for and the region still produces rich elegant wines of the citrus, stone fruit type, but the reds are in the spotlight and Shiraz is awaiting it’s curtain call. The region has one of the hottest and sunniest climates in the whole country, with a variety of sub regions ranging from inland ranges, alluvial plains to distinctly maritime climates.

Ranked as the second largest wine region in New Zealand, it is certainly spread out with approximately six sub regions. The early settlements of Napier and Hastings were where the first wineries were established and where you can still visit the likes of the historic Mission and Vidal Estate, surrounded by suburbia. Mission Estate is the country’s oldest winery and was established in 1851 by a teaching Order of Marist Brothers from France. Located on the edge of the art deco town of Napier, the winery is the old nineteenth century college and is stunningly set back on the hillside. The wines have a good reputation at home and are yet to really break into the Australian market. “We concentrate on regional diversity” comments chief winemaker Paul Mooney and they draw fruit from all major sub regions in the area which is a common trait with the larger players.

The most famous of these sub regions is the separate ‘appelation’ of the Gimblett Gravels . The Gimblett’s stony gravels are the reason why Hawke’s Bay has been coined the ‘Bordeaux’ region of the Southern Hemisphere, sharing similar soils to the Medoc. After saying that it is the whole region ,not this tiny sub-region alone, which deserves international attention, each other area contains good wines along with charm, interest and elegant wineries to make Hawke’s Bay simply the ‘hot’ region in New Zealand. That is a bold statement, considering the attention that ‘down south’ Otago continues to get, but Hawke’s Bay delivers quality on all levels for the wine enthusiast.  

The rocky gravel was formed over several thousand years by the Ngaruroro River flooding over low land areas on a regular yearly basis. The heaviest gravels, washed down from the mountains, were shed where the river was squeezed between Fern Hill and Roys Hill. Early white settlers built flood banks to stop the river breaking its banks and re-claimed the flood plains. However the poor stony soils, between two hills, were of no use to agriculture or pasture and the land was bought by developers to mine gravel until it was identified as being suitable for viticulture and was saved by an action group headed by Alan Limmer from the Stonecroft winery. The gravel, which can extend down to 40 metres, is free draining which necessitates regular drip irrigation drawn from strong deep aquifiers, and is also low in nutrients making them low cropping. The old French adage of ‘making a vine suffer’ to make good wine is the main focus on the Gimbletts. Located more inland, it is one of the warmest regions and ideal for Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. The gravel provides good heat summation and reaches the required ground temperature for vine growth earlier than in other regions which equates to a longer growing season.  Currently there are some 34 winemakers marketing Gimblett Gravel wines. 

After saying that frost is a concern in the region, a chorus of locals comment that the region gets hit by bad frost once every twenty years. Unfortunately they have had two of those twenty year frosts in the last three years as the region was hit badly in 2001 and 2003. The 2003 vintage was affected on three separate evenings in late September and early October resulting in a 50 to 80% reduction in yield. Helicopters, some 28 of them, were used to disperse the cold air and circulate warm air, at a cost of between $5000 and $7000 per night depending on the size of the craft and number of crew. It is either that or frost fans at $50,000 a pop. Many producers just did not make early ripening Chardonnay last year.

New Zealand does not have a good reputation for full-bodied style red wines but if the wines of this region are anything to go by, then that will change as their reputation grows. The likes of Te Awa Farm, Unison, Villa Maria, Mission Estate, Craigee Range are amongst the leading producers of Merlot and Cabernet focused wines.

Watch out for the emerging Shiraz wines from this region; they are destined to give many Australian wineries a run for their money.
The Te Awa Triangle region on the Heretaunga Plains, which is located next door to the Gimbletts, is on sandier soil over red metal subsoil and is where you will find the state-of-the-art Sileni Estate. In my time I have visited hundreds of cellar doors and this is one of the best. The restaurant is superb, the cellar door is educational, throw in a delicatessen, a temperature controlled cheese room, some enticingly displayed local ‘silk oak’ chocolates and you have one of the must-see wineries in Hawke’s Bay.  Nearly forgot to mention the cooking school with demo kitchen which makes the whole place a gastronomic delight. The wines are well worth trying as well.
Hawke’s Bay coastal regions include Bay View to the north and Te Awanga to the south.  The best sites sit on shingle outcrops and have slightly lower temperatures due to their maritime influence. On the coast there are heavier silt soils which are more fertile resulting in higher vigour. At Esk Valley Estate, Merlot, Malbec and Cabernet Franc perform well in the famous ‘terrace’ vineyard.  Here, as elsewhere in Hawke’s Bay, open fermenters and hand plunging achieve soft wines with subtle tannins. What comes over in tasting the wines is the sheer elegance on the palate which avoids the green herbaceous spectrum of flavours that was once too often encountered in New Zealand red wines. 

Clearview Estate winemaker Tim Turvey at Te Awanga is renowned for his dry grown Chardonnay and attractive Gewürztraminer. Montana and Kim Crawford have seen the potential of the coastal strip and have recently planted vineyards close to Clearview.
There are some major developments in the river valleys that flow from the snow capped Kaweka and Ruahine Ranges. American John Kemble established Kemblefield in the cooler Mangatahi region. Here chardonnay performs well, “we get more stonefruit and citrus aromas” comments John. Not surprisingly he has imported Zinfandel vines which are just coming on line.  Pinot Gris is exceedingly popular in Hawke’s Bay. Kemblefield produces an attractive example, perhaps more in the Pinot Grigio style.

Craggy Range selected the stunning Tukituki River for its new cellar door and restaurant, although the majority of its plantings are elsewhere. Craggy Range is a major newcomer to the area headed up by Master of Wine Steve Smith and financed by Brisbane businessman Terry Peabody. The cellar door is stunning and ‘space-age’ in design.
Round the corner from Craggy Range is one of the most well respected producers in Hawke’s Bay; Te Mata Estate is located on the southern edge of the plains, with Cabernet planted on the sides of the limestone based Havelock Hills. The Estate is renowned for its Coleraine Cabernet Merlot blend and Elston Chardonnay and has a strong following in Australia.
Expansion is the common word in Hawke’s Bay and there are plenty of developments happening both at cellar door and in the vineyards. Visitors have a wealth of choices in restaurants and wineries which makes this region a top wine tourism destination and with the broad range of wine styles available, their wines will find their way into a well stocked cellar.

