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Sam Neill’s double life — as a vigneron 
In 1993, the year Jurassic Park broke the box office, the actor planted his first vine in Otago, New 
Zealand 
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Of course, he’ll always be most famous for his work with dinosaurs. Thanks to Peaky Blinders 
and, most recently, Tutankhamun, he is also renowned as British TV drama stalwart. Yet few 
know Sam Neill as a wine producer — not just a celebrity who puts his name to a label but a bona 
fide vigneron. 

I have met the 69-year-old at 67 Pall Mall, the private members’ club for oenophiles, where he is 
co-hosting a tasting of his pinot noir and riesling, which he makes at his Two Paddocks winery, 
based in the Central Otago region of New Zealand. “I’ve done four weeks of filming and now I’ve 
got three days of drinking wine, talking wine and living wine,” he says in his drily laconic tones. 
“And I don’t have the endurance for it.” 

He has been shooting Thor: Ragnarok, which reunites him with his Jurassic Park co-star Jeff 
Goldblum and Taika Waititi, the director of his low-budget comic hit, Hunt for the Wilderpeople. 
Yet his wingman tonight is the vintner Nigel Greening. They are billed as “the two Nigels”, that 
being Neill’s name before he rejected it as being “a little effete”, when living in New Zealand. 

“The woman at the desk just called me Nigel,” he says with a scowl. “I feel immediately 
infantilised when it happens. I revert to the 12-year-old who changed his name to Sam.” He has 
an ironic twinkle in his eye and a more audible trace of a stutter, which disappears when he is on 
screen. 

I confess to knowing more about actors than wine. “That suits me,” he says. “There’s an absolute 
minimum of wine-talk bullshit that I can stand.” 

He has said that he makes wine just as something to give to friends and to “get you pissed”, so I 
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ask if he ever swaps it with other celeb winemakers, such as Brad and Angelina. Or perhaps he 
has talked terroir with Drew Barrymore? “Does Drew have her own vineyard?” he asks, smoothly. 
“She attaches the label to it, right? I know Sting is quite interested in his vineyard. I’m not sure I 
know many who are particularly actively involved.” 

Neill’s 2010 First Paddock and Last Chance pinot noirs won medals at May’s International Wine 
Challenge. “Our mission is to produce world-class pinot that doesn’t kill you, and our top-end 
wines are pretty effing good, to use a technical term.” 

pullquoteI woke up beside a woman I’d never seen before — I realised, all things in moderation 

The business grew from a love of the land. “My family has been in New Zealand for 150 years, in 
Dunedin on the coast, which is rather damp,” he says. “But inland are mountains and trout 
streams — we skied and we’d go fly fishing and camping every summer. So that was always kind 
of nirvana.” 

His father, Dermot, was educated at Harrow and Sandhurst, and spent 20 years in the Irish 
Fusiliers (Sam was born in Northern Ireland) before going into the family business as a wine and 
spirit merchant. “Unusually for the time there was wine at dinner, and because there was very 
little table wine produced in NZ in those days, it tended to be French.” 

Neill was a documentary film-maker for seven years, until he was cast in the Australian film 
Sleeping Dogs. Three years later, he was in London. “I was by then a film actor and therefore paid 
more than I deserved, and could afford to buy burgundy, which was affordable then. Good 
burgundy is now beyond the reach of most of us.” 

The sets he worked on were dry, at least for the actors. “At Elstree, where I worked when I first 
came here, the first thing that shocked me was that everybody called you sir. The second thing 
was most of the crew were half cut from lunchtime on.” 

Off set, actors were more liberated. “Warren Clarke and I were out one night in Paris, on wine,” 
he says, “and then there are five missing hours. I woke up in a bed I had never seen before, 
beside a woman I had never seen before. That’s when I realised, actually, all things in 
moderation.” 

A number of friends are now on the wagon. “Liam Neeson was always our most enthusiastic 
client,” he says, with a Muttley-esque cackle, “but Liam has decided he is not drinking. And 
bloody [Timothy] Spall has given up! Who would have thunk it?” 

By the end of the 1980s, Neill was doing well enough to buy his land in Otago, although he didn’t 
plant a vine there until 1993 — the year of Jurassic Park. “Dad died the year before I planted my 
first grapes, which is a matter of some regret.” Three years ago Neill bought another local 
vineyard, renaming it the Fusilier in honour of his father. He created Priscilla’s vineyard in 
tribute to his mother; it sits at the southernmost point in the world at which wine can be grown, 
but it has barely yielded “two or three grapes”. 

This is the thing about pinot noir. “There are only very few, very rare, small pockets around the 
world where it is possible to grow it well,” says Neill. I’ve brought with me the paean to pinot that 
Paul Giamatti’s character speaks in the film Sideways (“it’s thin-skinned, temperamental, ripens 



early”) and Neill reads it, nodding. “There’s a hint of heartbreak in there, and they call it ‘the 
heartbreak grape’,” he says afterwards. “Every second or third year one of our vineyards will have 
a complete frost catastrophe.” 

He had hoped the vineyard would support him, but it’s the other way around: “Yes, that’s true 
enough. It would be much more profitable to manufacture methamphetamine in the back of the 
farm but that is obviously criminal. Whereas the making of great wine is more of a public 
service.” twopaddocks.com; 67pallmall.co.uk 
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Neill owns land in the Central Otago region of New Zealand 
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