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LIFE AS A WINEMAKER

Welcome to
my oftice

It sounds like a romantic, aspirational existence,

but the reality of running a winery is a little different.
Blair Walter, of Felton Road Winery in New Zealand's
Central Otago, gives a very personal account of the
highs and lows of getting grapes to glass

1998 WAS A brilliant growing season in Central ¢ YDH WHI(E UP
Walter & Otago, on New Zealand's South Island, and oun
ata glaml:r.: % second vintage at Felton Road was going to bottle. | ”‘I [‘he m}ddfﬁi
& was very pleased with my effort: a worthy follow up
Born 1969 in Hamiltan, to the 1997, which was already starting to atiract a {_]f[he n;ghf
MNeow Zealand £ lotof attention and grest reviews., | was a young turk, N 2 A
Studied Horticultural = notyet 30, but with a dozen vintages notched on my Wiih pﬂ”ff
Science at Lincoln 4 belt and itching to make a few waves in the wine
University, Canterbury, £ geene... leringe now to think about il ﬂ”ﬂﬂks.
NZ, 19B7-1990, including a - Fhe 1998 was again made with wild veast and
year'sexchangeat Oregon & natural malolactic fermentation, and also not Fﬂ.rtunaIEny
State University in 1989 i [iltered. The wine tasted great in the bottle for the \ .
Employment vineyards £ firsteight me mths but in the summer it staried 1o ﬂﬂ'er 27
and wineries around the £ change, It became slightly spritzy and was taking on . >
world including; _- mu'n.-n;;nrumurmn-.l..‘I-'n'mjlr.-alh:lrwnmulwhn-lﬁt' Vi”rﬂgﬁﬂ. Ihﬂf‘:f;’
1991 Saxonvale Wines, £ characteristic farmyard and manure characters of 3
Hunter Valley, Australia; _ Brettanomyees. | was mortified. My second vinlage are hEﬂﬂ'mIﬂg
1991-1994G|E'5-En WII'-'IE.' 5 1I.I|J'|||l.-rll|"l:h.llll':l.]|'l.‘.ll 'L'HII.I Il,“n L.I.'m .n?!}.{llllﬂll.'nnlilli fE’SSfFEEQHEHL’
state, Canterbury, NZ; # - anon be in tatters: “inconsistent”, ‘microbial
1992 Sokol Blosser, time-bombs’, "too voung”.,. L could see the headlines.
Cregon, US; 1994-1996 Amazingly, that wine continued to get some very
MNewton Vineyard, & good reviews (*Old World complexity, barnyard,
Napa Valley, US; 1996 £ funk...’),and in time I was able to put that particular
Tarrawarra, Yarra Valley, & bottling behind me. | learned a lot from that vintage
Australia; 1996 Rippon z though, and not for nothing does Todd Stevens, my
Vineyard, Ceéntral Otaga, 2 assistant winema kel tolay, say that winemaking is
NZ; 1996 Domaine de T 2% luck, 2% judgement and 96% cleaning! | was
LAriot, Burgundy, France; = voung, inexperienced, cavalier and willing to push
1996-current Feltan 2 the boundaries, | learned, though, that you bend the
Road, Central Otago, NZ 2 rules atvour peril. But perhaps this attitude is
necessary 1o craft interesting wines? =
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LIFE AS A WINEMAKER

Above: ‘Check your work' Is Walter's eighth commandment. Here he smells the wine cap for faults (left) and reviews charts on a wine's malolactic fermentation

I grew up on a farm and am from a long line of
farmers, so | guess working on the land was in my
blood. 1actually wanted to fly planes, but that wasn't
on the curriculum at school. But science was, and
horticultural science seemed the most interesting
branch, so that became my university subject
Lincoln University in Canterbury, as well as Qregon
State, where | had an exchange vear, were both
winemaking universities. and 1 quickly fell in with
the hard-partying wine crowd

limmersed myself in this world for four vears and
at the end was very close to starting a Phi in wine

science. But working a few back-to-back vintages

straight out of university, 1 enjoved |:\_'|1||'lj: dirty

again; | enjoved all the hard work and long hours

and seeing the results in a beautiful glass of wine at

the end of it all. This was farming, but a different

om potatoes and watermelons! The more 1

d, tasted and travelled, the more 1 fell in

WOrked,

lowe with wine and realised that making wine was
all about being in the pleasure business: all of our
hard work is intended 1o put a smile on someone's

face and make them feel happy

The importance of drinking

1994, It was my first day of work in my new position
is white winemaker at Newton Vinevard, one of
California’s leading wineries. | was nervous, excited
and looking forward to the challenge ahead. The
head winemaker, John Kongsgaard, said to me in the
maorning: ‘Get settled in and meet me at S5pm. | have
a fan of the winery who wants to share some wines
with us.” We met as planned and out of the
customer’s briefcase came 1970 Lafite, 1964 Cheval
Blanc and 1948 Latour, We opened and drank all

three between four of us—not a bad first day at work!

Drinking widely and well is so important for
developing vour palate as a winemaker, | learned
this early on from my winemaker mentors like
Marcel Giesen (Glesen and Bell Hill) Rudi Bauer
(Rippon, Quarz Reef). John Kongsgaard (Newton,
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Walter’s 10 winemaking commandments

1 Winemaking is not all glamour;

95% is cleaning - just gel an with it the drain
“} Trust your palate and instinct
i MaAnNy great wines were made

ore all the science we now know

™ Respect your fruit through the next one
LY -‘re"ll-n: process = treeat it as if if were

yaur best friend... which it is

1_ Surround yoursell with a great
L team. Then trust them
= Breathe

«_\' calculated risk - all great wine s

made on the edoge
£ Your total spillages for the day
\_Fshould not be enough to get you

Kongsgaard) and lean-Plerre de Smet (Domaine de
I'Arlot), and also through sharing many bottles with
friend and Burgundy authority Anthony Hanson MW
of Christie’s, 1 love drinking great wine: learning,
tasting and visiting the great wine regions of the
world has certainly been a big passion and hobby for
me ever since discovering wine. Having these

reference points is so important and really
maotivating, The wines don't need to be from a

similar climatic zone or from the same varieties as |
use—they just need to be intriguing, inspiring,
authentic and pleasurable

Winemaking is a job with lots of highs. There
really aren’t any lows — or none that | can think of
Sure, there is all the cleaning... and bottling is not
much fun either. But you just need to look at the
positive side of all those bottles clinking down the
bottling line and the pleasure they will give to
peaple around the world, The hours are long, but
what job doesn't take long hours if vou want to be

the best vou can?

search carefully and quickly for the

‘\1 Check your work
{

{ ]F{-?rn-?rnhr}r' all great winemakers

A are humble

stuffsupawing, it c
years of hard work down the drain
Don't stuff up!

drunk = don't pour your profits down

=T Beinspired by a areat bottle of

wine - taste widely and weall, and

Iy and take the 1 { 'ilrr|r2'1|r!:,'|.rr1'-..-|-.!.-m he cooks
J another one, If a winemaker

an be up to

‘Sure, there’s
all the cleaning,
and bottling is
not much fun.
The hours are
long, but what

job doesn’t

take long
hours if you
want to be the
best you can?’
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Above: Walter punches
down the cap on a tank of
Pinot Moir grapes: ‘it's the
artistic side that says “push
the science aside and allow
the wines to make
themselves™
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Above: ‘Although we're very proud of what we've achieved at Felton Road in such a short period of time, we're fully aware that this is only the beginning®

vitluable grape juice sitting around unprotected
waiting for the natural veasts to do their thing?
What about the temperature of this? What mighi
happen with the fermentation rate of that?' You
wake up in the middle of the night with panic
attacks. Fortunately, these are becoming less
frequent after 27 vintages, and am sure my wild
veast and baclerio are also getting to know my ways
just as ! get to know theirs

What can also cause considerable anxiety is the
weather leading up to harvest. However, we're really
blessed in Central Otago with such a dry climate that
we are very seldom challenged by excess rain and
disease issues, [ have 1o remind mysell how spoilt we
are and I'm really not sure how [would handle
vintage in more challenging climates, U'm sure I'd
have a tot less hair
very grev... Frost o

climate, and we're always worried in the spring

and that remaining would be

1 be an issue for us PR OLIT M |-|.

about getting ‘the big one’ and losing most —or @l =
of the crop, But frost can usually be successiully
fought with lrost-protection systems and minimised

b planting on north-facing slopes

Drive for authenticity

Considering all the anxiety and stress involved, |
often get asked, 'Hun.l.':iu:}'m] manage this? For me
it's easy: 1I'm really driven by the quest to make
interesting and authentic wine that people will

enjov. It can be easier said than done for a
2011 »
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winemaker to switch off and just enjoy wine for what
it is — there’s always that tendency to continue
analysing: How was it made? Where did those
tannins come from? Are there any faults?

I rarely drink my own wines at home, only when
we are entertaining guests. And even then there will
b plenty of other bottles opened. But to taste your
own wines in context at a restaurant on the other
side of the world really helps vou to understand
exactly what elements of the wine are drawing
people back for thar second sip, glass or even bottle

S0 what would ook for in a winemaker, knowing
the challenges involved? Certainly patience, respect,
humility and — most importantly
adventure and the unknown, It's a journey where

- g quest for

the destination is unknown and a long way away.
Growing grapes and making wine is a very long-term
undertaking. Although we're very proud of what
we've achieved at Felton Road and in our voung
region of Central Otago in such a short period of
time, we are fully aware that this is anly the
beginning. 1t will be some decades before the real
potential has been fully explored. And while it is
frustrating to know that | won't be here 1o see and
taste all those gains, | must take solace and a
genuine sense of satisfaction at having been part of
the early efforis. [0

Blair Walrer is head winemalker of Felton Rood Wines in
Central Otago, New Zealand

‘Making wine
1s all about
being in the
pleasure
business: all of
our hard work
s intended

to put a smile
on someone’s

Jace’
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