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NEIL ALLANBY discovers some very French Pinot Noir in the world’s most 
southerly vineyards.
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I’m sitting in Queenstown on the balcony of my 
hotel, overlooking the stunning expanse of Lake 
Wakatipu. Although I am as far away from France 

as possible, I’m strangely reminded of Annecy in  
Haute-Savoie. 

Queenstown and Annecy are both famous winter 
resort towns located beside stunning lakes and 
surrounded by snow-capped mountains. I visited 
Annecy several years ago. Sitting alongside Lake Annecy, 
surrounded by the French Alps, I was struck by its 
beauty, and I feel just the same about Queenstown. 

Unfortunately, while Annecy has a famous castle, 
Queenstown has to make do with a famous steamer, 
the Edwardian vintage TSS Earnslaw. However, the 
additional star attraction for Queenstown is its close 
proximity to New Zealand’s fastest expanding (and, 
in my view, the country’s best) premium vineyards – 
Central Otago. 

Located at latitude 45° south, Central Otago is the 
world’s most southerly vineyard region. Its valleys 
were carved out of the mountains by ancient glaciers, 
providing alluvial soils that drain easily, with free flowing 
rivers and large lakes. 

Gold was discovered here in 1862, and the consequent 
gold rush saw the usual influx of fortune seekers, 
including at least one French immigrant who is believed 
to have planted the first grape vines in the region. 

Most New Zealand vineyard regions have a maritime 

climate, but Central Otago vineyards are protected 
from this climate by high mountains. This gives them 
a uniquely continental climate, characterised by cold 
winters and hot, dry summers with large daily and 
seasonal temperature differences. 

Despite the freely available water from snowmelt, 
Central Otago is also classified as a desert due to its very 
low annual rainfall. In fact, the early goldminers called 
the town of Bannockburn “the Heart of the Desert”. 

Due to this combination of a continental climate, 
southerly latitude and desert conditions, the vineyards 
are subject to heavy frosts. So the vines are planted on 
slopes with a northerly exposure to ensure maximum 
ripening of the grapes.

The major grape variety here is Pinot Noir, which 
accounts for about 70% of plantings. (You will also find 
Chardonnay and Riesling.) Pinot Noir is naturally a small 
berry, but Central Otago’s unique conditions ensure the 
vines produce particularly small berries. This leads to 
greater skin-to-pulp ratios, ensuring good concentration 
of aromatic flavours in the wines. 

Pinot Noir wines from Central Otago are 
comparatively powerful and intense with deep colours, 
rich dark fruit flavours and an attractive floral and 
mineral lift. Parallels can be drawn with the best Pinot 
Noir wines from the Côte de Nuits in Burgundy. 

Despite the distance between these two great wine 
growing regions, this is not particularly surprising. 
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Burgundy also has a continental climate and is 
positioned at 47°N – a very similar northerly latitude to 
Central Otago’s position in the south. Because Burgundy 
is in the northern hemisphere, however, the vines there 
are planted on south, rather than north, facing slopes.

So, when I cannot make it all the way to Burgundy, 
I am more than satisfied with a visit to Central Otago, 
particularly to Bannockburn in the Cromwell sub-region. 

There are several sub-regions in Central Otago, and 
as each sub-region is in its own valley, there are quite 
a number of microclimates. Bannockburn is the most 
intensively planted of all the microclimates. It is warm 
and located on gentle slopes bordering the Kawarau 
River. 

Here, you can find the famous Felton Road – home 
to Felton Road estate, Mt Difficulty and Terra Sancta 
vineyards, amongst others. When visiting Felton Road, 
I highly recommend starting with Terra Sancta, which 
means “sacred earth” or special place. This estate 
contains the first vines planted in Bannockburn and now 
makes one of the finest Rosé wines in New Zealand. 

Made from 100% Pinot Noir grapes, this Rosé is 
purpose made with care, rather than bled-off the red 
wines as a by-product. Redolent of bright red fruits, 
particularly strawberries, with aromas of fresh cut roses, 
it is mineral and spicy with just a tease of sweetness from 
a dash of residual sugar. It has such a luxurious texture 
and is perfect with salmon when dining al fresco.   aa
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Coming back along Felton Road, you’ll find the 
vineyards of Mt Difficulty, which also houses a fabulous 
outdoor terrace restaurant. Mt Difficulty’s philosophy is 
one of minimal winemaking intervention in order to craft 
wines that will compliment food. I recommend you try 
a plate of charcuterie and cheeses with their seductive 
Bannockburn Pinot Noir.  This is a wine full of dark berry 
flavours along with cloves, anise and spice. 

Should the weather turn, however, an ideal indoor 
alternative for lunch is the chic restaurant at Carrick 
estate in the nearby Cromwell Basin. They also have 
excellent wines from organically certified vineyards and 
the region’s most outstanding Chardonnay. But their top 
wine is Excelsior Pinot Noir, which is well worth tasting 
if you can.

The star vedette back in Felton Road is the Felton 
Road winery itself. This winery is recognised as one of 
the greatest New World producers of Pinot Noir. The 
grapes are meticulously handcrafted into individual 
estate wines. 

The vines are managed organically and bio 
dynamically, and according to the lunar calendar 
whenever feasible. They are ungrafted, so they are 
still attached to their European roots. With the fear of 
phylloxera, however, the vineyards are being slowly 
replanted with grafted vines. I am looking forward to 
conducting extensive “research” on the effect this has on 
the wines when the time comes!

In the meantime, we can continue to enjoy wines 
with a lush palate and sheer depth of sensuous fruit, 
a fine tannin backbone and classic layers of intrigue. 
For me, the top wine here is the simply named “Block 
3”. Surprisingly, Block 3 can be drunk quite young, but 
will also age well over the next 15 years. It’s notoriously 
difficult to get hold of, so if you can find it, grab it!

No trip to Central Otago would be complete without 
a short detour to Arrowtown on the way back to 
Queenstown. Arrowtown is a historic gold mining town 
located on the banks of the Arrow River. The main street 
is strictly controlled to retain its well-preserved buildings 
from the gold mining days. In winter, the main pub 
serves both hot mulled wine and hot whisky toddies – the 
perfect way to conclude a winter’s day of wine tasting in 
the world’s most southerly vineyards.    D

Neil Allanby is a wine educator, personal  
sommelier and writer now living in Melbourne.  He 
spent 12 years living in France, including 5 years in 
the Rhone Valley.  In 2014 he set up The Discreet 

Sommelier, believing the purpose of wine is to bring 
pleasure to everyone and his goal is to cut through 
the snobbery of wine.  For more information, visit 
www.thediscreetsommelier.com, or contact him at 

neil@thediscreetsommelier.com 
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