Gisborne Wine Region: A Sommelier's Guide
1. Region Overview
Geographic Location
Gisborne is located on the east coast of New Zealand’s North Island, facing the Pacific Ocean. The region is centered around the city of Gisborne and extends to surrounding areas such as Ormond, Manutuke, and Patutahi. It is one of the first wine regions in the world to see the sunrise, earning the nickname “The Chardonnay Capital of New Zealand” due to its extensive plantings of the varietal.
Climate and Terroir
Gisborne has a warm, maritime climate, characterized by:
· High sunshine hours, ensuring excellent ripening conditions.
· Moderate rainfall, requiring careful vineyard management.
· Cool sea breezes, which help to preserve acidity and freshness in the wines.
Soils in the region vary but are generally fertile and alluvial, with sub-regional distinctions:
· Ormond – Elevated vineyards with well-drained, silt loam soils, producing structured wines.
· Patutahi – Warmer inland area with volcanic clay soils, ideal for bold, fruit-driven wines.
· Manutuke – Coastal zone with sandy, free-draining soils, yielding lighter, aromatic whites.
Structural Organization
Gisborne is an official Geographic Indication (GI) within New Zealand’s wine classification system, recognized for its unique terroir and winemaking history.
Historical Context
Gisborne’s viticultural history dates back to the early 20th century, but it became a major wine region in the 1960s and 1970s, when large-scale plantings of Chardonnay and Müller-Thurgau fueled domestic production. Today, the region is moving toward boutique winemaking, with a focus on Chardonnay, aromatic whites, and emerging alternative varieties.
Distinctive Features
· New Zealand’s leading Chardonnay region, producing a range of styles.
· Strong focus on aromatic whites, including Viognier and Gewürztraminer.
· Fertile soils and warm climate, allowing for consistent yields and high fruit intensity.
· Growing emphasis on organic and sustainable viticulture.

2. Key Grape Varieties
Primary White Varieties
· Chardonnay – The region’s flagship grape, offering rich, tropical-fruited expressions with balanced oak influence.
· Viognier – Producing aromatic, full-bodied whites with floral and stone fruit notes.
· Gewürztraminer – A specialty of the region, yielding spicy, lychee-scented wines with a lush texture.
· Pinot Gris – Increasingly popular, known for its ripe pear and honeyed flavors.
Primary Red Varieties
· Merlot – Grown in warmer sites, producing soft, fruit-driven wines.
· Syrah – A rising star in Gisborne, delivering elegant, peppery wines with floral undertones.
· Malbec – Often blended with Merlot to add structure and depth.
Indigenous/Regional Varieties
Gisborne does not have indigenous varieties, but it has gained recognition for Gewürztraminer and Viognier, which thrive in its warm climate and fertile soils.
Significance
· Chardonnay is the dominant variety, often compared to Hawke’s Bay expressions but with richer fruit intensity.
· Aromatic whites thrive in the region, making Gisborne a hub for alternative varietals like Viognier and Gewürztraminer.
· Red wine production remains small but is growing, particularly with Syrah and Merlot.

3. Wine Classification System
Quality Hierarchy
Gisborne wines are classified under the Gisborne GI, with no formal quality hierarchy but a strong emphasis on regional terroir.
Appellation Structure
· Gisborne GI – The official designation covering all wines produced in the region.
Special Classifications
· Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand (SWNZ) – Many Gisborne wineries are certified sustainable.
· Organic & Biodynamic Winemaking – Increasing in popularity among boutique producers.
Sub-Regional Distinctions
· Ormond – Produces some of Gisborne’s finest Chardonnay, with structured, mineral-driven profiles.
· Patutahi – Warmer climate yields fruit-forward, fuller-bodied whites and reds.
· Manutuke – Coastal sub-region known for aromatic whites with crisp acidity.

4. Notable Wine Styles
Gisborne Chardonnay
· Classification Level: Gisborne GI
· Composition: 100% Chardonnay
· Production Method: Barrel fermentation, often with malolactic fermentation.
· Alcohol Content: 12.5–14%
· Organoleptic Profile: Ripe tropical fruit, vanilla, buttered toast, creamy texture.
Gisborne Gewürztraminer
· Classification Level: Gisborne GI
· Composition: 100% Gewürztraminer
· Production Method: Stainless steel fermentation to preserve aromatics.
· Alcohol Content: 12–13%
· Organoleptic Profile: Lychee, rose petal, spice, lush mouthfeel.
Gisborne Viognier
· Classification Level: Gisborne GI
· Composition: 100% Viognier
· Production Method: Stainless steel or neutral oak fermentation.
· Alcohol Content: 13–14%
· Organoleptic Profile: Apricot, honeysuckle, floral aromatics, rich palate.

5. Additional Context
Recent Developments
· Increased focus on high-quality Chardonnay, with producers refining their styles.
· Growth of aromatic whites, particularly Viognier and Gewürztraminer.
· Expansion of sustainable and organic viticulture.
Food Pairing Notes
· Chardonnay – Roast chicken, grilled seafood, creamy pasta.
· Gewürztraminer – Spicy Asian cuisine, aromatic cheeses, rich seafood dishes.
· Viognier – Grilled pork, apricot-glazed dishes, roasted vegetables.
Producer Information
· Millton Vineyards – Pioneers of biodynamic winemaking, specializing in Chardonnay and Gewürztraminer.
· Matawhero Wines – One of the region’s most recognized producers, known for aromatic whites.
· Bushmere Estate – A boutique winery focusing on Viognier, Chardonnay, and Merlot.
· Hihi Wines – An experimental winery producing alternative varieties and unique blends.

6. Key Takeaways for Sommeliers
· Gisborne is New Zealand’s premier Chardonnay region, producing rich, fruit-driven styles.
· Aromatic whites like Viognier and Gewürztraminer thrive in the region’s warm, maritime climate.
· The region is moving toward boutique winemaking, with a focus on sustainable viticulture.
· Soil and climate variations across Ormond, Patutahi, and Manutuke create diverse wine styles.
· Red wines, particularly Syrah and Merlot, are gaining attention but remain a smaller part of production.
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