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BANKS 
PENINSULA

Banks Peninsula hadn’t 
really been on my radar 
as a top New Zealand 
wine region unti l  I 
came across the French 
Peak pinot grigio at the 

WineNZ autumn tasting.

The wine won praise from our three 
professional tasters, with Rod Easthope 
being particularly effervescent. He noted 
rose and jasmine and considered it delicate 
and perfectly balanced. He also described 
it as “a ballet dancer of a wine”.

French Peak’s entry was also among  
the medals in our rosé tasting in our  
autumn issue, attracting complimentary 
comments from the judges, who noted 
peach, rose and orange in this “attractive” 
and “unusual” wine. 

French Peak should not be confused 
with French Farm, which produced wine 
a few years back. 

The French Peak vines were, at one time, 
used to produce fruit for French Farm wine 
production, but the land on which they stand 
was bought by retired English surgeon Tim 
Herbert and his Austrian photographer wife 
Heidi as the stunning backdrop for their 
dream retirement home.

However, with changes at French Farm, 
which used to buy their grapes, and the 
relatively isolated location, the Herberts 
found themselves with vineyards, but  
no contract.

The easiest thing for the couple — now 
both in their seventies — would have been 
to pull out the vines, or simply leave the 
grapes as food for the birds. But always 

By Paul Taggart

Tim Herbert of French Peak explains his rosé philosophy to Paul Taggart and schnauzer Louis.
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up for a challenge, Tim — who invented a 
number of pieces of surgical equipment and 
processes, while working as a surgeon in 
Sydney — created the French Peak brand. 
He bought a tractor, built a cellar door, 
invented his own net-rigging equipment, 
hired winemakers and other staff and 
generally reinvented himself as a winery 
owner. And to good effect: the winery is 
producing fruity, light pinot noir, decent 
chardonnay, as well as the award-winning 
rosé and pinot grigio.

Tim is a believer in the area’s special 
terroir and is a supporter of the idea of the 
region’s wineries working together, and 
a special Banks Peninsula appellation 
being formed.

He would also love to plant some 
varieties from Heidi’s native Austria, 
which he thinks would go well on the site. 
One of these varieties is zweigelt, the most 
widely produced Austrian red, which he 
says falls somewhere between pinot noir 
and zinfandel, and is his favourite wine.

When I visited French Peak in July, Tim 
was full of beans and preparing to prune the 
vines, while Heidi was tending the cellar 
door and dispensing olives and cheese 
to accompany wine tastings for passing 
winter visitors. However, Tim and Heidi 

are realistic enough to know that they’ll 
want to put their feet up and enjoy a quieter 
retirement in the not-too-distant future, 
spending time with their grandchildren and 
at their second home in France, rather than 
working in the vineyard and winery, so the 
planting of new varieties and perfecting 
the current wines and winery systems will 
probably be passed on to someone else.          

However, their efforts and belief in 
the region’s potential have given Banks 
Peninsula wines a boost.  

The French in French Peak and 
French Farm came about because 
Banks Peninsula was purchased 
in 1840 by French whaling ship 
captain Jean Francois L'Angois. 
He returned to France to recruit 
the first wave of French settlers, 
but by the time they arrived in 
New Zealand, the British had 
laid their own claim to the land. 
Nevertheless, the French settled 
in Akaroa, and their influence is 
still obvious.

One example of this is Renan 
Cataliotti, a Frenchman — with 
an Italian-sounding name — 
who married a local and now 
manages David and Gay 

Epstein’s Meniscus Wines, which grows 
its grapes across the harbour from French 
Peak, above Akaroa. 

Meniscus — named for the curved 
surface of the volcano crater on which 
it sits, like the meniscus on the surface 
of wine in a glass — had success in this 
year’s Canterbury Wine Show, winning 
silver medals for both riesling and pinot 
noir, beating some quality opponents from 
Waipara. They also produce a small amount 
of pinot gris.

David attributes his interest in wine to 
his Hungarian father, who was a member of 

the Wine and Food Society 
in Sydney. After his 
father passed away at 
a relatively early age, 
David took his place as 
a member of the society.   

After a career as an 
architect in New South 
Wales, David and his 
Kiwi wife Gay decided 
to settle in Akaroa, where 
Gay’s family had holidayed 
for many years. When the 
former Vanstone winery 
came on the market, they 
snapped it up. 

Neil Pattinson of Crater Rim Winery takes a break from pruning on a cold winter morning at the Kokolo property.

Could zweigelt be a 
good prospect for 
Banks Peninsula?
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The former operators took the overarching 
Crater Rim brand they had been using 
for the wines with them to Waipara, and 
Meniscus was born.

At between 3000 and 4000 bottles 
production a year, Meniscus could best be 
described as a big, expensive hobby rather 
than a serious money-making venture, but 
David and Gay are deadly serious about 
producing great wine.

Dave’s view is that the riesling is their 
star. It is fruity with a delicate sweetness. 
Most of the wine is sold through local 
restaurants and their own Meniscus Wine 
Lodge on Rue Lavaud, Akaroa, which 
avoids the need for wine enthusiasts to 
make the trip up the steep hill above the 
village to the site of the vineyard.

Gay is a designer, and the couple 
modelled the interior of the wine lodge  
on Monet’s lounge at Giverny. It is a 
wonderful space to enjoy the fruits of the 
vineyard just up the road. The courtyard 
garden has a wonderful display of flowers, 
mainly roses and swan plants. At the right 
time of the year, the place is alive with 
monarch butterflies.

The vineyard was established in the 
1990s, and bought by David and Gay in 
2008. The couple are strong believers in 
the unique qualities of Banks Peninsula 
wine. David attributes the region’s special 
character, in part, to the volcanic soil, then 
a narrow clay band below the surface, then 
volcanic rock. 

One problem with the peninsula, though, 
can be rain. In 2014, much of the region’s 
crop was badly battered, some a complete 
loss, when storms and rain pounded down at 
the wrong time. Rain can strike anywhere, 
but Banks Peninsula may be more at risk 
than other South Island regions. 

With these wineries generally being small 
and often owned by people with “real” jobs 
Monday to Friday, or retired folk willing 
to take a risk owning a business that can 
have its balance sheet rewritten by days 
of persistent rain, it is not a life-changing 
calamity. However, if Banks Peninsula is to 
consider kicking on and developing into a 
region with serious commercial aspirations, 
then precipitation may always be a black 
cloud hovering over the industry. 

Probably the driving force behind plans 
to bring the wineries of Banks Peninsula 
together is Neil Pattinson who, along with 
his wife Jill, run Crater Rim Winery (which 
is not related to the Crater Rim mentioned 
earlier), producing pinot noir, chardonnay 
and rosé under the Whistling Buoy label. 
The name comes from the marker buoy 
between Adderley and Godley heads, which 
aided navigation into Lyttelton.

Neil is president of Wines of Canterbury, 
so his interests and influence stretch 
beyond the peninsula. He began as a hobby 

winemaker, with half an acre of land at his 
Charteris Bay home. The couple ran sheep 
on the land, followed by the kids’ pony, 
then a goat. Wine was next. 

After a distance learning course at the 
Eastern Institute of Technology, Neil studied 
the soil and weather patterns, picked his 
varieties and clones, and in 2000 he became 
a wine producer.

However, producing 40 cases of wine 
each vintage was hardly going to provide 
a living, and Neil continued in his day job, 
most recently as CEO of medical devices 
company Canterbury Scientific. 

Then, three years ago, the opportunity 
to buy Kokolo vineyards, at Teddington, 
just around the corner from the Half 
Acre vineyard near his home, came up.  
The vineyards had been planted by a 
Japanese company to produce méthode 
traditionnelle, and the pinot noir clones 

were similar to Neil’s Half Acre clones, 
so it was a good fit. 

The Kokolo vineyards were first planted 
in 2001 and extended in 2006.

French Peak Wines welcomes visitors all year round.

One of the Crater Rim Winery vineyards originally 
planted for sparkling wine production, but now 
used to produce pinot noir and chardonnay.

A wood fire awaits winter visitors to the  
French Peak cellar door.
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MENISCUS is at the heart of 
the longest-running mystery 
of the New Zealand wine 
industry. Before the winery was 
Meniscus, it produced grapes 
for Crater Rim, and before 
Crater Rim it was Vanstone 
Estate, established by Graham 
Vanstone, who thought his 
five-acre block overlooking the 
Akaroa harbour would be ideal 
for producing wine, and planted 
the three varieties that are still 
producing for David and Gay 
Epstein — riesling, pinot noir 
and pinot gris.

Before his first vintage was 
picked, in 1999, Mr Vanstone 
was at home and promised 
to have the kettle on for the 
arrival of his partner Maeve 
Allen. By the time she arrived, 
Mr Vanstone was gone — and 
hasn’t been seen for the past 
17 years. 

Police inquiries failed to turn 
up any leads, even after a 2003 
review of the case following 
some fresh information.

Mr Vanstone’s extended family 
rallied around, and wine was 
produced under the Vanstone 
Estate label, and also then 
contributed to the Crater Rim 
brand before the business was 
sold to the Epsteins. 

A spokesperson for the 
Canterbury police said this 
month that missing person 
files are not closed until a 
person is located, or a body  
is recovered and identity  
is confirmed.

“The missing person file for  
Mr Vanstone remains open and 
police continue to pursue any 
lines of inquiry.”

Neil and Jill took on the extra vineyards, 
and for three years Neil has effectively been 
doing two full-time jobs. However, just a 
couple of months ago he tucked away his 
corporate suit in the back of the wardrobe 
and took the plunge to be a full-time  
wine producer. 

With a long apprenticeship as a part-
time wine guy, Neil has extensive wine 
and business experience, so it will be good 
to watch the progress of Whistling Buoy 
over coming years as it moves from hobby 
to commercial enterprise led by someone 
heavily into business plans, spreadsheets 
and return on investment as well as clones, 
pruning and leaf plucking.

There are plans for boutique wine 
accommodation in the Kokolo site’s former 
homestead, and possibly a cellar door in 
the old woolshed.

The Kokolo site is in a rain shadow, 
thanks to Mt Herbert, has good soil and 
established vines, so Neil feels he is in a 
good space to kick on and do something 
special with Whistling Buoy.

Like Tim Herbert and David Epstein, Neil 
says the Banks Peninsula wines are unique, 

with pinot noir probably being the variety 
that will be their flagship. Their pinots have 
a little more pepperiness and spiciness than 
other New Zealand examples, he says. 

There are only about a dozen wineries 
on the peninsula, with a couple of them 
unproductive or with uncertain futures at 
present, so Banks Peninsula is unlikely to 
eclipse Marlborough any time soon. 

There are also a few wineries on the 
fringes of the peninsula, so the group is 
still discussing where the geographic area 
begins and ends. 

The concept of attempting to have Banks 
Peninsula on the Register of Geographic 
Indicators is probably unlikely as the whole 
GI idea is just shaking down and working 
its way through the bureaucracy, and no one 
yet has any idea what officially registering 
a GI is likely to cost.

However, the benefits of the wineries 
working together to promote the region, 
even without being an official GI, has 
many benefits, and meetings between the 
wineries’ owners are ongoing. 

Watch this space.

The view from the Meniscus vineyard, above Akaroa Harbour, is spectacular.

Inside the Meniscus Wine Lodge on Rue Lavaud, Akaroa. 
It is modelled on the interior of Monet’s lounge at Giverny. 




