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ACROSS THE DITCH

L isa Perrotti-Brown MW reviews wines for 
eRobertParker.com, (or eRP for short), 
which is the online version of Wine Advocate 
(or WA) where she covers wines of A/NZ. 

But Perrotti-Brown certainly hasn’t abbreviated 
her tasting task since she started in 2010, clocking 
up more than 1,500 New Zealand wine reviews 
across two annual reports so far with a third report 
and another 800 new reviews due out in early 
November. Misha Wilkinson finds out whether all 
these reviews have turned her into an advocate for 
New Zealand wine.

WHAT WAS yOuR pERCEpTIOn Of nEW ZEAlAnD 
WInE bEfORE yOu STARTED WITH THE WInE 
ADvOCATE? HAS THAT pERCEpTIOn CHAngED?
“I’d been to New Zealand a number of times before 
the Wine Advocate position came up – both on 
holiday and in one of my former positions as a wine 
buyer for an importer in Japan. So I was reasonably 
aware of the styles and quality levels before 
embarking on the critic’s role. Also, having done my 
Master of Wine qualification, I’m accustomed to 
looking at New Zealand in the context of the world 
of wines, which is really how we approach wines for 
the Wine Advocate. I wouldn’t say my perception 
has changed all that much. But I will confess I do 
drink more New Zealand (and Australian) wines at 
home than I did before becoming a reviewer for 
these regions and have become biased towards 
these two countries when it comes to purchasing 
decisions. Why? Apart from the fact that I love so 
many of the wines and truly enjoy the styles, I also 
feel it is important to continually view the wines not 
just as a critic but as a consumer, experiencing 
them in a broad range of circumstances and 
occasions as any consumer might.”

nEW ZEAlAnD HAS fEW WInES 
RATED AT 95 pOInTS OR mORE On 
ERObERTpARkER AnD WITH SAuvIgnOn blAnC 
THEy DOn’T EvEn REACH THAT lEvEl. SO ARE 
WE kIDDIng OuRSElvES THAT WE’RE mAkIng A 
bEnCHmARk STylE Of SAuvIgnOn blAnC In nZ? 
“I’m sure a lot of consumers think that critics’ 
scores and their opinions expressed in tasting 
notes are largely down to personal preference. So 
if Sauvignon Blanc doesn’t score highly, it must be 
because most wine critics don’t like Sauvignon 
Blanc, right? I can say hand on heart that I love 
drinking Sauvignon Blanc. So, why am I not dishing 
up 100 pointers left, right and centre? Well, to 
back-up for a moment, it’s important to bear in 
mind that there are actually a lot of very tangible 
factors that go into assessing wine quality. (In fact, 
I’m writing a little booklet on this topic now based 
on a lecture I give on the subject of ‘Recognising 
Wine Quality’ ... so watch this space.) 

“Things like the wine’s relative state of 
faultlessness, fruit ripeness, intensity, 
concentration, balance and length of finish are all 
quality markers that are pretty much universally 
recognised throughout the wine world. But another 
critical factor that all truly great wines possess is 
complexity. The easiest way to describe 
complexity is the difference between a ‘simple’ 
wine that offers maybe three or four basic aromas, 
say a Sauvignon Blanc with gooseberry, grass, 
green apple and asparagus notes, and another wine 
that has a whole array of different smells and 
tastes that may even be multi-layered in the mouth 
and finish. You know, the kinds of wines where 
you’re writing appealing descriptors down to the 
bottom of the tasting notebook page and you still 
feel you haven’t captured the essence of the 
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bouquet ... there are quite possibly even some 
aromas and tastes that you’re unable to isolate and 
name. That’s complexity. And complexity is one of 
the necessary factors when you’re looking at wines 
that are weighing-in at 90 points and above. Coming 
back to Sauvignon Blancs, a lot of the New Zealand 
‘benchmarks’ do very well when I consider all the 
other quality factors such as faultless purity, balance, 
intensity, length of finish, etc. But most lack that 
magic ingredient known as complexity.”

THERE’S TAlk AbOuT THE nOTIOn THAT THE WInES 
THAT DO WEll unDER THE ‘RObERT pARkER’ 
SCORIng SySTEm ARE THE bIg blOCkbuSTER REDS 
– HEnCE WHy AuSTRAlIA DOES SO WEll. SO WHy 
IS IT THAT In gEnERAl, THERE ARE lESSER SCORES 
fOR vARIETIES lIkE SAuvIgnOn blAnC? IS IT 
InTRInSICAlly A ‘lESSER vARIETy’? 
“It is very difficult to get the same level of 
complexity in a Sauvignon Blanc as you can from 
say its big brother, Cabernet Sauvignon. Much of 
this has to do with the nature of the grape itself. 
When it’s young, Sauvignon Blanc can produce 
wonderfully intense and concentrated aromas and 
flavours, but they’re rather simple. Often no oak or 
malolactic is employed to retain freshness, 
crispness and purity. But oak and MLF can instil 
complementary layers of complexity, particularly 
with a Cabernet. Also the ‘green’ grape-derived 
compounds that Sauvignon Blanc wines often 
contain, methoxypyrazines, can be important to its 
style in youth, but don’t tend to develop well in 

bottle. They can change into a rotten vegetable or 
tinned pea character that isn’t appealing and 
detracts from the wine as it ages and fades. 

“With Cabernet the methoxypyrazines are usually 
ripened-out by harvest time and what little 
(hopefully) is present can develop into an often 
pleasant faint dried herb or bay leaf background 
character that lends to the complexity. While 
Cabernet can also appear a bit simple when it’s 
young, the tertiary characters that develop with 
bottle age are largely what lend complexity. 
Sauvignon Blanc is notorious for not ageing well 
and Cabernet Sauvignon is famous for just the 
opposite. That is not to say that all Sauvignon 
Blancs age poorly – I recently had a Pavillon Blanc 
du Chateau Margaux 1990 that aged gloriously. It 
was incredibly complex. But Sauvignon Blanc 
examples like this are rare and need concerted 
efforts in the vineyard and winery that just aren’t 
happening at that level right now in New Zealand.”

nEW ZEAlAnD ClAImS IT’S pRODuCIng WORlD-
ClASS pInOT nOIR AnD If yOu lOOk AT SOmE Of 
THE mAjOR glObAl WInE SHOWS I.E. DECAnTER, 
IWC ETC, IT’S OfTEn A nEW ZEAlAnD pInOT nOIR 
THAT SCOOpS THE TOp pRIZES. HOWEvER On 
ERObERTpARkER/WInE ADvOCATE, nEW ZEAlAnD 
pInOT nOIR SCORES AREn’T AT THE TOp Of THE 
pOInTS lADDER. SO HOW DO yOu SEE nEW 
ZEAlAnD pInOT nOIR In A glObAl COnTExT?
“I sincerely hope New Zealand realises what a 
privileged position it is in when it comes to Pinot 

Noir. Regions that are capable of producing truly 
interesting, high quality Pinot Noirs in the world 
are incredibly rare. Much of this has to do with 
climate; Pinot is a very fussy ripener of aroma/
flavour/tannin compounds, producing wines of any 
complexity within a very narrow band of 
conditions compared to other grape varieties. 
What’s more, there’s not just one but several 
‘magic’ regions in New Zealand producing great 
Pinot Noir with Martinborough, Marlborough, 
North Canterbury and Central Otago all starting to 
reveal distinctive styles. Of course one of the 
consequences of Pinot’s global popularity and 
wine production being big business in New 
Zealand, is there are a lot of competitively priced, 
pure, simple, tutti-fruity examples knocking about. 
Pinot Noir can be a bit of a boring wine at the 
lower end ... losing a lot of its varietal character 
and sense of place. 

“At the upper end of the Pinot Noir spectrum in 
New Zealand there are a lot of producers that want 
to have their cake and eat it too. They want to make 
a high-end aspirational Pinot Noir ... that you can 
drink young. In other words, even the top Pinots 
from New Zealand are easy on the structure 
(tannins and acid). That’s fine, and there are some 
very good examples of producers doing this, but if 
they really want to go for the big points they are 
going to have to make wines with a lot more 
structure and therefore ageing potential so that the 
necessary level of complexity can be allowed to 
develop in the bottle. Coming back to New 
Zealand’s privileged position, with this there should 
be a sense of responsibility. In a way New Zealand 
owes it to Pinot lovers around the world to have the 
courage to push the boundaries and create wines 

that can achieve the pinnacles of Pinot greatness.” 

ARE THERE EmERgIng vARIETAlS fROm nEW 
ZEAlAnD THAT ARE ATTRACTIng yOuR  
ATTEnTIOn CuRREnTly?
“Chardonnay. Please, New Zealand, make more 
great Chardonnay. New Zealand has the potential, 
as we’ve seen with a minority of the producers 
(Kumeu River, Neudorf, Ata Rangi, Felton Road, 
Craggy Range, Sacred Hill, Millton, Greywacke, 
Bell Hill, Pyramid Valley and Dog Point ... just off 
the top of my head). But the bulk of New Zealand 
Chardonnay remains dull and very clumsy, lacking 
the site selection and winemaking skills for 
greatness. New Zealand winemakers need to taste 
around the world, really explore what Burgundy 
and Australia are achieving at the moment with 
Chardonnay, and then come back to New Zealand 
to clearly develop their own voice/expression of 
the grape that is true to a region/vineyard.”

IS nEW ZEAlAnD WInE A CATEgORy THAT   
WInE ADvOCATE IS gIvIng mORE ATTEnTIOn TO 
THAn ITS pRODuCTIOn pERCEnTAgE WARRAnTS? 
(I.E. ARE WE punCHIng AbOvE OuR WEIgHT 
gIvEn nZ pRODuCES lESS THAn 1% Of THE 
WORlD’S WInE?)
“Gosh, Kiwis are always fishing for compliments!  
Of course New Zealand is punching above its 
weight. If you consider the three largest national 
producers of wine by volume – France, Italy and 
Spain – a vast amount of what they make is barely 
drinkable. Not so in New Zealand. I rarely taste a 
wine from New Zealand that doesn’t score 85 or 
above and that gives me the confidence to review 
more producers each year because I know that I’m 

Sunday 18th November.             

Elwood Park, Melbourne.

The event you have been waiting for is on again!

Bring your friends & family along to watch leading wineries battle it 
out in a touch football tournament. Catch up with fellow wineries, 
listen to local bands & taste the �nest wines of the region!

Wine Rules raises funds for St Mary’s House of Welcome  
which supports Melbourne’s homeless & disadvantaged people.

Contact Zoe on 03 9417 7985 or at zoe.lake@smhow.org.au 
to enter a team or to enquire about sponsorship opportunities.

This is your chance to  PLAY YOUR PART!!
www.winerules.com.au
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not going to be wasting my time tasting a lot of bad 
wines that can’t be recommended. This should 
equally give consumers a lot of purchasing 
confidence that is well deserved.”

OvERAll, HOW WOulD yOu DESCRIbE nEW 
ZEAlAnD’S plACE In THE WORlD Of WInE – In 
TERmS Of vARIETAl, STylE, pRICE?
“If I had to sum up the wines of New Zealand in a 
few words, I would say they offer reliability and 
great value. This probably sounds a little strange 
given the higher average price points they enjoy in 
major export markets around the world. But part of 
the reason that New Zealand wines generally fetch 
higher prices is because consumers can depend on 
the wines meeting their expectations. Now I know 
that a lot of New Zealand producers would have 
preferred me to have perhaps suggested that New 
Zealand could compete with regions like Burgundy. 
At the moment apart from both areas being known 
for their unique abilities to produce desirable Pinot 
Noirs, comparisons are difficult. New Zealand way 
overdelivers on value and reliability compared to 
Burgundy. But it is not hitting the awe-inspiring 

highs of greatness that Burgundy does yet, and it is 
the ‘highs’, even as scarce as they may be, that 
encourage wine lovers to fork out crazy amounts of 
money on the chance they might hit the Burgundy 
jackpot. If, and that’s a big if, New Zealand can hit 
the quality highs of Burgundy while maintaining 
reliability and value, it’s going wipe the floor with 
Burgundy. So far we haven’t seen the same level of 
greatness coming out of New Zealand, but let’s face 
it the country/wine production is but a 
whippersnapper compared to Burgundy.” 

WHAT CAn WE lOOk fORWARD TO In yOuR 
upCOmIng nEW ZEAlAnD REvIEWS fOR  
WInE ADvOCATE?
“The report comes out on November 1. There are 
quite a number of newcomers to the report to be 
recommended this year and a few very exciting 
risk-takers have been uncovered who are pushing 
some of those boundaries I was taking about!”
 
MISHA WILKINSON owns Misha’s Vineyard 
Wines in New Zealand. 
Email misha@mishasvineyard.com

In Australia contact Geoff Henriks
M | 0412 947 090   E | geoff.henriks@gmail.com Visit us at www.vallaurine.com

From the northern Rhone Valley of France, barrels by Vallaurine.

Artisan cooperage - tradition, style, quality. If you’re a hard worker, people might say you ‘work like a dog’. 
Which is quite appropriate in Russell Baker’s case.

You see, our Victorian warehouse manager not only puts in 
a big effort on the job, he also owns and races greyhounds. It’s 
a hobby he’s had for over a decade and one he shares with his 
work mates and customers at the warehouse, who have been 
known to back his dogs from time to time with varying results.

As warehouse manager, Russell is kept very busy ordering 
stock in from local and overseas suppliers, dealing with truck 
drivers and freight companies, and making sure deliveries 
happen with the streamlined pace of one of his pups. 

As he puts it, ‘‘Next day delivery is what we promise. 
Customers know that even if they’ve forgotten to order and 
ring up at the last minute, we’ll still deliver.’’

Russell has been with Samuel Smith & Son for over 14 years 
now and reckons he still enjoys coming to work. 

He says, ‘‘I want to come to work on Monday and see the 
guys that I work with because everyone is always genuinely 
interested in what you did on the weekend and how the dogs 
went.’’ He adds, ‘‘A company is a company but it’s people that 
make it different.’’

If we ever thought we could find a better warehouse manager 
than Russell, we’d be barking up the wrong tree. Real people 
like Russell make a real difference at Samuel Smith & Son.

Our warehouse manager has a lot
on his plate, including a few dishlickers.
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