Hawke's Bay Wine Region: A Sommelier's Guide
1. Region Overview
Geographic Location
Hawke’s Bay is located on the east coast of New Zealand’s North Island, surrounding the cities of Napier and Hastings. It is New Zealand’s second-largest wine-producing region and the oldest established wine-growing area. The region extends from coastal plains to inland river valleys, offering a diverse range of microclimates and terroirs.
Climate and Terroir
Hawke’s Bay has a warm, dry, maritime climate, characterized by:
· Long sunshine hours, providing excellent ripening conditions.
· Low rainfall, reducing disease pressure and improving grape concentration.
· Coastal breezes, which moderate temperatures and help retain acidity.
The region has some of New Zealand’s most diverse soils, including:
· Gimblett Gravels – Stony, free-draining soils, ideal for Bordeaux blends and Syrah.
· Bridge Pa Triangle – Warmer, sandy loam soils, producing rich, fruit-forward wines.
· Te Awanga & Esk Valley – Coastal sites with limestone and clay soils, yielding elegant, mineral-driven wines.
· Crownthorpe & Dartmoor Valley – Elevated inland areas, producing high-acid whites and cool-climate reds.
Structural Organization
Hawke’s Bay is a designated Geographic Indication (GI) within New Zealand’s wine classification system. Several unofficial sub-regions are recognized for their distinct terroirs, including Gimblett Gravels, Bridge Pa Triangle, and Te Awanga.
Historical Context
Hawke’s Bay has a winemaking history dating back to 1851, when French missionaries established the country’s first vineyards at Mission Estate. By the 20th century, it became New Zealand’s leading red wine region, particularly for Bordeaux blends and Syrah. Today, Hawke’s Bay continues to produce some of the country’s most prestigious wines.
Distinctive Features
· New Zealand’s top region for Bordeaux blends and Syrah.
· Diverse soils and microclimates, allowing for a wide range of wine styles.
· Home to the famous Gimblett Gravels, one of the world’s most distinctive terroirs.
· Oldest wine region in New Zealand, with a rich viticultural heritage.

2. Key Grape Varieties
Primary Red Varieties
· Merlot & Cabernet Sauvignon – The foundation of Hawke’s Bay’s Bordeaux-style blends, producing structured, age-worthy wines.
· Syrah – A standout variety, offering floral, spicy wines with dark fruit intensity.
· Pinot Noir – Grown in cooler inland areas, producing elegant, bright-fruited styles.
· Malbec & Cabernet Franc – Often blended into Bordeaux-style wines for added complexity.
Primary White Varieties
· Chardonnay – Producing a range of styles, from crisp and mineral-driven to rich and barrel-fermented.
· Sauvignon Blanc – More restrained and textural than Marlborough expressions.
· Pinot Gris – Grown in various sub-regions, offering aromatic, full-bodied styles.
· Viognier – A rising star, used both as a varietal wine and in Syrah co-ferments.
Indigenous/Regional Varieties
Hawke’s Bay does not have indigenous grape varieties, but it is New Zealand’s premier producer of Bordeaux-style reds and Syrah, setting it apart from other regions.
Significance
· Bordeaux blends and Syrah dominate the region’s premium red wine production.
· Chardonnay is a major focus, producing some of New Zealand’s best examples.
· The diversity of soils allows for both structured reds and elegant whites.

3. Wine Classification System
Quality Hierarchy
Hawke’s Bay follows New Zealand’s GI system, with wines labeled under regional and sub-regional designations.
Appellation Structure
· Hawke’s Bay GI – Covers the entire region.
· Gimblett Gravels Wine Growing District™ – A unique trademarked designation for wines from this sub-region.
Special Classifications
· Gimblett Gravels – Recognized globally for its high-quality Bordeaux-style reds and Syrah.
· Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand (SWNZ) – Most wineries follow sustainable practices.
· Organic & Biodynamic Viticulture – Increasingly popular among top producers.
Sub-Regional Distinctions
· Gimblett Gravels – Stony, free-draining soils ideal for Bordeaux blends and Syrah.
· Bridge Pa Triangle – Warmer, sandy soils producing ripe, fruit-driven reds.
· Te Awanga & Esk Valley – Coastal vineyards yielding mineral-driven whites.
· Crownthorpe & Dartmoor Valley – Elevated sites producing high-acid Chardonnay and Pinot Noir.

4. Notable Wine Styles
Gimblett Gravels Bordeaux Blends
· Classification Level: Hawke’s Bay GI / Gimblett Gravels™
· Composition: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Malbec
· Production Method: Aged in French oak barrels for 12–24 months.
· Alcohol Content: 13.5–15%
· Organoleptic Profile: Blackcurrant, plum, cedar, structured tannins.
Hawke’s Bay Syrah
· Classification Level: Hawke’s Bay GI
· Composition: 100% Syrah
· Production Method: Traditional fermentation, aged in French oak.
· Alcohol Content: 13–14%
· Organoleptic Profile: Blackberry, violet, black pepper, smooth tannins.
Hawke’s Bay Chardonnay
· Classification Level: Hawke’s Bay GI
· Composition: 100% Chardonnay
· Production Method: Barrel fermentation, malolactic conversion, lees stirring.
· Alcohol Content: 12.5–14%
· Organoleptic Profile: Citrus, stone fruit, toasty oak, creamy texture.

5. Additional Context
Recent Developments
· Hawke’s Bay Syrah is gaining international acclaim.
· Continued investment in premium Bordeaux blends, particularly from Gimblett Gravels.
· Expansion of organic and biodynamic winemaking.
Food Pairing Notes
· Bordeaux Blends – Roast lamb, grilled steak, aged cheeses.
· Syrah – Spiced dishes, duck, venison.
· Chardonnay – Seafood, poultry, creamy pasta.
Producer Information
· Craggy Range – Leading producer of Bordeaux blends and Syrah.
· Trinity Hill – A pioneer in Gimblett Gravels Bordeaux blends.
· Te Mata Estate – One of New Zealand’s oldest and most prestigious wineries.
· Church Road Winery – Known for age-worthy Chardonnay and Cabernet-based wines.

6. Key Takeaways for Sommeliers
· Hawke’s Bay is New Zealand’s premier red wine region, excelling in Bordeaux blends and Syrah.
· Gimblett Gravels is a world-class terroir for structured, age-worthy reds.
· The region’s diverse soils allow for a wide range of wine styles.
· Chardonnay from Hawke’s Bay is among New Zealand’s finest.
· Sustainability and organic practices are increasingly shaping production.
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