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NEW ZEALAND
SETS SIGHTS
ON SYRAH

 Syrah has become an increasingly hard sell for vintners and restaura-
teurs since the heady days of the Rhône Renaissance in the 1980s. That 
didn’t stop leading members of the world’s wine trade from gathering to 
discuss the finer points of the variety and New Zealand’s position on the 
world scene at the triennial New Zealand Syrah Symposium, hosted by 
Hawke’s Bay Winemakers in January.

It may come as a surprise to some American wine professionals that 
New Zealand has an appealing and identifiable Syrah style. British jour-
nalist Tim Atkin, MW, a speaker at both the 2007 and 2010 symposiums, 
reminded producers that three years ago, he had told them Syrah could 
“save the day in Hawke’s Bay.” Indeed, it combines the unmistakable pep-
pery character of the Northern Rhône with riper, California-style blackberry 
fruit. The finest examples from Waiheke Island and Hawke’s Bay have an 
elegance and a streak of acidity rarely seen in the New World. But no one 
seems to have taken Atkin’s advice. In the past three years, New Zealand 
plantings of Syrah have increased by a meager 40 acres, to a total of only 
726, while Sauvignon Blanc still covers more than 34,500 acres.

Syrah has the same problem as Riesling: the trade loves it, but con-
sumers don’t get it. To make things even more confusing, it has another 
name—Shiraz. In the United States, Syrah represents only 4% of wine 
sales, down nearly 8% by volume in 2009. As Evan Goldstein, MS, presi-
dent of Full Circle Wine Solutions, explained at the symposium, “Consum-
ers, even knowledgeable ones, don’t really know how versatile Syrah is. 
There’s a huge range of Syrahs and Shirazes, and people are confused.” 
But Goldstein wasn’t ready to give up on the variety: “It is one of the few 
grapes that can chameleon. It can be a pure wine or have a bit of Viognier, 
Grenache, or Mourvèdre. And it’s great with comfort food because it’s a 
bold, sincere, flavorful wine.” Unlike Pinot Noir, Syrah is easily approach-
able. Considering its wide geographic spread, Goldstein advised producers 
to promote varietal wine flights, by-the-glass offers, and events such as 
Wine Australia’s recent Shiraz masterclass.

The popularity of Australian Shiraz has waned since its boom years in 
the 1990s and early 2000s. At the symposium, a debate about overzealous 
acidification was reignited when some of the country’s top Syrahs showed 
sour finishes. Before the conference, Andrew Jefford, a senior research fel-
low at the University of Adelaide, had complained to Australian producers, 
“Misjudged acid addition is, for me, the defining fault of the Australian 
wine industry, and I regret the fact that it is rarely, if ever, viewed as a fault 
here. I’ve tasted hundreds of wines that I truly feel are defaced by acidity.” 
The criticism has apparently touched a nerve, as indicated by the discus-
sion in Hawke’s Bay.

Markus Hendrich of the Australian Wine Research Institute revealed why 
some cooler-climate Australian Shirazes have the same peppery character-
istic as those from New Zealand and the Rhône. One drop of a compound 
called rotundone is powerful enough to make an Olympic-size swimming 
pool smell peppery. The Australian study showed that rotundone exists 
mainly in cooler growing regions and is also present in high levels in Gra-
ciano grapes.

Whether you call it Syrah or Shiraz, the variety has a great deal to offer 
sommeliers, as this symposium demonstrated. Sauvignon Blanc may fill 
most New Zealand wine sections today, but in the view of conference at-
tendees, it may be time for the country’s wine industry to start champion-
ing its terroir-driven, rotundone-charged Syrahs.

—Rebecca Gibb
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As I arrive at Santiago International Airport eight days after Chile’s 
8.8-magnitude earthquake of Feb. 27, customs clearance takes place in huge 
tents erected on the tarmac. The terminal is dark and empty, but there are 
no dramatic scenes of destruction here, 217 miles from the epicenter. Driv-
ing down the Panamerican Highway, I encounter detours around fallen over-
passes and cracked and broken pavement, but the ruined bridges blocking 
the autopista that filled TV screens a week earlier have already been cleared, 
and the drive to the Cachapoal Valley takes no longer than usual.

Chile’s wineries, too, have already regrouped and are up and running, 
ready to start the 2010 harvest. Some were untouched by the quake; others 
lost stock, buildings, and equipment. For a few, the losses sadly included 
loyal workers and their families. The earthquake struck right between the 
Maule and Bío Bío regions and caused major destruction from there to the 
Curicó and Colchagua valleys, even touching estates on the outskirts of 
Santiago, more than 180 miles away. René Merino, president of Wines of 
Chile, reports initial figures of about 125 million liters lost—including bulk, 
bottled, and aging wine, valued at about $250 million, and roughly 12.5% of 
the volume harvested in the 2009 vintage.

The final tally is not in, but these figures indicate that much of the lost 
wine was likely bulk in storage. Although wine was “running in the ditches” 
of the worst-hit regions in the immediate aftermath, the actual loss of fine 
wine was relatively light, thanks to the stringent Chilean building codes that 
producers have adopted in their newer construction. For example, Alexandra 
Marnier Lapostolle reports that while her family’s original winery in Cunaco 
suffered significant damage, the state-of-the-art facility that produces the 
flagship Clos Apalta lost only one barrel and was structurally untouched. Viu 
Manent lost parts of its historic buildings outside Santa Cruz, but is already 
getting ready to receive the harvest, thankful that no one was hurt.

Had the quake struck a couple of months later, the industry might have 
been much harder hit. La Fortuna, another historic family winery near Cu-
ricó, lost “only” 50,000 liters and half the cellar building, but export direc-
tor Juan Oyarzún says he is grateful that harvest has come late this year. 
At MontGras, outside Santa Cruz, many workers and neighbors lost their 
homes, but marketing manager Andrea Ilabaca reports sending out three 
containers of wine five days after the quake. With some Sauvignon Blanc 
and Zinfandel grapes already harvested and now fermenting, he foresees 
no delays in shipments. The harvest is back on track even up north in Casa-
blanca, where Casas del Bosque winemaker Grant Phelps lost about 4,000 
liters from damaged tanks and spent several days cleaning up debris.

Andres Schwarzenberg, owner of the 5-acre, 500-case-per-year Rukumilla 
in Maipo, was not so lucky. His oldest-serving employee, José "Pepe" Piza-
rro, was crushed to death along with his family when another building col-
lapsed on their home. Schwarzenberg says he lost 70% of the bottles he had 
aging, but no production equipment was damaged and the 2010 harvest is 
looking good. Sven Bruchfeld of Polkura, another boutique bodega located 
in Marchigue at the western end of the Colchagua Valley, spent 18-hour 
days manually racking wine from leaking tanks into sound ones and clean-
ing up broken bottles and barrels—a story repeated by many producers. 
Derek Mossman of the Garage Wine Co. worked with the staff of William 
Fèvre Chile in the Alto Maipo, saving barrels one by one. He relates how 
21-year-old Cristián, the first hand to show up at dawn after the quake, heard 
wine running down the gutter and salvaged three-fourths of two tanks of 
the 2008 Grand Cuvée before the sun had come up, manually racking with 
hoses from tank to tank, without power.

Rodrigo Sepúlveda, export director of Balduzzi Vineyards, sums up the 
situation most poignantly: “It is the biggest earthquake of 100 years in our re-
gion, but the biggest union for our people.” Chilean winemakers are, as they 
have been for the past two decades, looking to the future, not the past.

—S. Peter Smith 
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