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Low cropper takes  
to the cat walk

Barnett Bond

Given viognier is currently startling 
fashionable it is hard to believe this grape was 
once nearly extinct. The French, who were on 
to grape growing long before the rest of us, 
grew it all over the Rhône valley for centuries. 

But towards the end of the 1960s French growers largely gave up 
on it. It was a notoriously low cropper and suffered from poor 
fruit set. The French agricultural census in 1968 reported an 
official total of just 14ha. Given it was not grown in any other 
country at that time, this was the total world supply. It was head-
ing for extinction.

My how fashions change. There are now hundreds of hec-
tares of viognier growing in the US, Australia, Italy, Argentina, 
Uruguay and New Zealand. There are at least 25 New Zealand 
producers making wine from this grape, and a few of them are 
smart wines. For the New Zealand white wine drinker who has cut 
his teeth on sauvignon blanc, not much is left to be said about 
that grape. Most imbibers have made up their minds long ago 
about the style of sauvignon they prefer.

So, what should you expect from wine made from viog-
nier? The best in the world have a haunting aroma, redolent of 
apricots. Unfortunately, few New Zealand versions come close 
on the aroma front. The grapes are very deep yellow when they 
are fully ripe and you should expect a similarly deeply coloured 
wine. Most New Zealand examples are light in colour and this is 

for two reasons. The first is because of the lack of heat and sun 
exposure near harvest. New Zealand is a cool climate viticulture 
country compared to the home of viognier in the Rhône where 
vine leaf temperatures can reach 40˚C. There are a few favoured 
individual sites among New Zealand’s vineyard regions where 
the temperatures are hotter than the rest, but pale straw yellow 
colour development is the norm. The second reason is because 
Kiwi winemakers choose to make a style of wine where there 
is minimal skin contact with the juice at harvest. This method 
preserves more of the primary fruit flavours in the wine. Many 
French producers allow some controlled skin contact to extract 
colour and body from the skins into the juice. If this process is 
overdone the resulting wine can have a harsh edge which is as a 
result of over extraction of phenols. Clearly the winemaking for 
viognier is an art.

In many of the newer viognier countries, the most common 
style is a lighter more approachable fruit driven style. This means 
no ageing in oak barrels and the wine is bottled soon after the 
primary fermentation is complete. One of New Zealand’s better 
examples is the Villa Maria Single Vineyard Omahu Gravels 
Hawke’s Bay Viognier 2007 which is a more fully developed style 
than most others on the market. The alcohol is high at 14.5 per 
cent and there is plenty of stuffing and firm acid in the mid-
palate. Definitely a wine for foods with a similar palate weight 
such as barbecued swordfish or pan-fried tuna steaks. The same 
winemaker markets a lower quality viognier under its “Cellar 
Selection” series label also. The 2008 Villa Maria Gisborne Cellar 
Selection Viognier actually has a better balance than its big 
brother and is $14 cheaper. It has a neutral white wine aroma 
with some restrained hints of the classic viognier nose, but the 
palate is harmonious and it goes very well with South Island hoki 
poached in a little of the same wine.

Passage Rock from Waiheke Island was an early maker of  
viognier wines and their 2008 premium range shows a definite 
maturing of the winemaking techniques over previous vintages. 
This wine has haunting aromas of 
apricot and peaches and blossoms, so 
much so you will want to leave your 
nose stuck to the edge of the glass 
for a minute or two before you take 
a sip. The palate does not deliver 
the same complexity but is balanced, 
harmonious and fine. It is one of the 
few New Zealand viogniers I have 
tasted that has a slight suggestion of 
a very attractive oiliness in the palate 
structure. I look forward to tasting 
future vintages of this wine. In France 
the best viogniers come from vines 
at least 20 years old. Try a 2008 pre-
mium range Passage Rock viognier 
with fresh South Island salmon, 
grilled with dill, shallots and a 
restrained sprinkling of grated 
ginger.

James Milton, ever the 
trailblazer for organic wines, 
has followed his famous 
chenin blanc with a finely 
structured viognier from 
Gisborne. There are hints 
of apricots on the nose, and 
the palate is fine but uncom-
plicated and it is remarkably 
reminiscent of his chenin. 
No doubt about the terroir 
having an influence here. 
This is the wine to go with 
your pan-fried snapper with 
boiled then buttered new 
baby potatoes.

Another fine example 
of the New Zealand style 
is Obsidian Viognier 2008 
from Waiheke Island. This 
wine has an aroma of apricot 
kernel, but not as complex 
as the Passage Rock version. 
However, it is the palate 

structure where this wine shines. While having no suggestion 
of the classical oiliness, the palate is soft and broad tasty. It is 
perhaps the most harmonious wine on the palate of all the wines 
reviewed and the acid is a little more restrained. It is the wine 
that will have wide appeal and will be the one to try if you are dif-
fident about taking a vinous adventure away from your favourite 
sauvignon blanc.

If you are lucky enough to find an example of viognier from 
the hallowed ground of the Rhône Valley, beware the vintage. 
It is one white wine better drunk young. As it ages it often loses 
the haunting apricot and blossom aromas and becomes a rather 
neutral tasting white wine.
Barnett Bond is a Waiheke GP and winemaker        D
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MEDOKU

Dunedin GP AnneMarie Tangney likes puzzling and so has created 
this variation on traditional Sudoku. Hidden in the grid is a medical 
word. To solve the puzzle each of the letters below must appear in 
every 3x3 grid as well as in each line (horizontal and vertical).

The letters for this issue’s puzzle are: � L T S G E F U J N 
You’ll find the answer on www.nzdoctor.co.nz under “Medoku”. 
Good luck!
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Dead  
People’s Music

Sarah Laing
Published by Vintage
Softcover, 384pp, $30
ISBN 9781869791087

The dead people of the 
title are not only classical music 
composers, but also a German 
cello maker and Rebecca’s Jewish 
refugee grandmother who was a 
cellist in New York before marrying 
a New Zealander and migrating 
to Wellington. Rebecca is also a 
cellist, exported to Europe initially 

by a music scholarship, then to New York by humiliation and 
desperation. In New York, she is with her boyfriend and both are 
looking for work; she as a musician and he as a web designer. 
Their flatmates are noisy, narcissistic and very “New York”.

That this is a search for family, meaning and a place in the 
music world sounds trite, but this first novel by a graphic artist 
is far from trite. It is witty, detailed and vividly observed from its 
opening paragraph. That the protagonist’s diabetes could feature 
in such a convincing way is an accomplishment in itself, as is  
the interweaving of grandmother Klara’s migration story with  
Rebecca’s. I look forward to Sarah Laing’s next novel.        RV

Can We  
Help It If  
We’re Fabulous?
Peta Mathias
Published by Penguin
Softcover, 261pp, $35
ISBN 9780143008040

This is an absolutely de-
lightful, laugh-out-loud guide to 
happiness for women. The only 
reason Peta can get away with a 

book based on her strong opinions is that Peta really is fabulous. 
I mean who wouldn’t want to have run a restaurant in the fifth 
arrondissement, followed by a career as a travel and food writer, 
and TV presenter, who still finds time to teach cookery classes for 
travellers in the south of France and Marrakesh?

I enjoyed some of the so-called “facts” scattered through the 
book. One such factoid – “According to the UK Woolwich Survey, 
29 per cent of women spend more time looking for shoes than 
they do for a lifetime partner” particularly amused me.

Chapters are dedicated to the things that make women 
happy: health, food, frocks, music, relationships, sex, travel, work 
and men, in roughly that order. Peta sums it up: “Women like sex, 
but they don’t seem too fussed by what comes with it.” (Danger-
ous stuff!) 

GP Phyllida Cotton-Barker is quoted offering excellent advice 
on ageing, including doing exercise, not smoking, and filling your 
life with adventures and possibilities. Age is a topic that concerns 
most women. As Peta said, when she turned 45 it was a case of 
“Stuff world peace, it’s all about the neck.”

Chapters on Peta’s own passions, food and music, are par-
ticularly enjoyable. 

Each chapter in the book ends with a few bulleted take-home 
points, and one of my favourites was, “My body is a temple with 
curved walls.”

This really is a book of wisdom and good advice that would 
leave most women feeling empowered and encouraged to be even 
more fabulous.        JY

Rae Varcoe is an Auckland physician and poet,  
Jodi Yeats is a senior journalist with New Zealand Doctor
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