
Source URL: http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/40cd0ada-02bc-11e8-825e-96e193a013c1  

  

IRELAND 

Diverse sauvignon blanc styles will bear fruit 
for canny Kiwis 

Martin Moran 

28 Jan 2018 00:01:00  

There are 35,000 hectares planted with sauvignon blanc in New Zealand, accounting for more 
than 70% of that nation’s wine production, or about 230m bottles. About 3m of these reach 
Ireland each year. Increasingly, sauvignon blanc’s red partner is pinot noir, but that still only 
accounts for 8% of total production. 

It is never healthy to have all your eggs in one basket, though, is it? If fashion changes and the 
world falls out of love with sauvignon blanc, then the New Zealand wine industry would be in 
trouble. There is no sign of that happening any time soon, however, as sauvignon is still going 
gangbusters. Yet Kiwi winemakers are already starting to add a few more strings to their bows. 

Sauvignon blanc’s distinctive character is its strength but also its weakness. It burst on to the 
scene a generation ago and shook up the dry wine category with its pungent aromas, like a 
bungee jump into a gooseberry bush, followed by an acidity that was a jolt to the system, like a 
electric shock. It was fun and refreshing, but the problem is you eventually tire of it and want 
something more subtle. 

The New Zealand wine industry is keen to point out that its beloved sauvignon blanc is not a one-
trick pony. Different regions make various styles because they have diverse climates and soils. 
Hawke’s Bay, for example, is warmer than Marlborough so the flavours generated there reflect 
that and are a bit more tropical. Even within Marlborough, however, there are sub-regions with 
variations that result in different flavours. One of those areas is Awatere, which has a cooler 
climate and is increasingly being seen on wine labels. The differences may be subtle but 
sauvignon blanc made in Awatere often has a piercing fresh-lime character. 
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Winemaking methods can also influence flavour dramatically and there is a trend now in New 
Zealand for fermenting in old barrels using wild yeast. As a result, sauvignon blanc’s pungent 
aromas are a bit more muted but its texture changes dramatically too, becoming creamier and 
softer. 

Other Kiwi winemakers are taking a lead from the natural wine movement and fermenting using 
the grape’s skins; sometimes aiming for an orange wine but on other occasions doing it just 
enough to add another textural dimension to the wine. Framingham, for example, ferments 
about 25% of its wine with skins. 

Moving away from sauvignon blanc altogether, chardonnay accounts for 9% of New Zealand’s 
total wine production. It is hugely underrated and there are some exciting, subtle and not over-
oaked barrel-fermented examples out there, particularly from Hawke’s Bay. 

Pinot grigio has replaced chardonnay as many people’s go-to grape. Surprisingly there are about 
2,500 hectares of the variety in New Zealand. Pinot grigio is its Italian name and in France, 
principally Alsace, it is called pinot gris. In English-speaking countries producers choose either 
name depending on the style they have created. The popular Italian one from Veneto is pale, 
bone-dry and generally devoid of flavour. The Alsace one is aromatic, lush and soft, and can have 
an off-dry sweetness. 

Kiwi producers for the most part label their white pinot as “gris” — I assume because the idea of 
making something as dull as the Veneto version is anathema. The result, however, is that you’re 
never quite sure what you are going to get in terms of sweetness. When I put this to winemakers 
they always insist that whatever the sugar level, it is there just to balance the naturally high 
acidity levels, and for the most part this is true. New Zealand gris makes a great choice with Asian 
cuisine if you want something different. 

There are a number of other aromatic white varieties grown in small quantities in New Zealand, 
including albariño, grüner veltliner, viognier, arneis and sauvignon gris plus the well-established 
riesling and gewürztraminer. Much of it is at what you might call a research and development 
stage. It will be interesting to see which varieties progress the most in the next couple of decades, 
but my money would be on albariño and grüner. Both varieties are popular in key export markets 
and some of the New Zealand ones have impressed me. A few years ago, while judging at the 
International Wine Challenge, I tried my first Kiwi albariño and promptly awarded it a gold 
medal. 

The future for New Zealand white wines looks more diverse and interesting than 
ever.@winerepublicMartin recommends: Take-home drinksLone Kauri Riesling 2016, 
Marlborough; €14.99 but three for €25 until January 31, SuperValu A dry riesling in a 
Clare Valley meets Alsace style that is well-priced at €14.99 but a steal at €25 for three. 
91/100Tinpot McKee Vineyard Grüner Veltliner 2016, Marlborough; €23.99, 
Blackrock Cellar, McHugh’sAttractive fruit and good weight with tangy grapefruit, peach and 
melon. Chalky mineral character. 92/100Framingham F-Series Sauvignon Blanc 2016, 
Marlborough; €30, wineonline.ie About 25% of the wine is fermented with skins, giving more 
weight and texture to the wine than the usual sauvignon. 93/100Dog Point Section 94 
Sauvignon Blanc, 2015, Marlborough; €31.99, jnwine.com Has a flinty or struck-match 
nose, like a chablis, with lime-like fruit, creamy texture and great length. 95/100Te Awa 
Leftfield Albariño 2016, Gisborne; €14.99, winesoftheworld.ie With its lively lemon, pear 



and peach fruit it could be mistaken for a Spanish albariño. Listed at Montys of Kathmandu 
restaurant too. 90/100Jules Taylor Pinot Gris 2015, Marlborough; €15.99, 
curiouswines.ieAt the very dry end of the sweetness spectrum, and better for it, but there is still 
plenty of lush melon and citrus fruit. 89/100 
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