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ON THE FINAL NIGHT of my five-week wine course I present 
students with a couple of dozen wines that I hope will encour-
age them to be “vinous promiscuous” rather than stick to the 
often-boring predictability of a favourite label. I invite requests. 
A student once cheekily asked if I could open a bottle of Château 
Petrus because she had never tried one. The following week I 
offered them a 1982 Château Petrus. No one liked it… except me. 

Recently I was asked if I could dig out a bottle-aged New 
Zealand blend of red Bordeaux varieties. I chose a bottle of 2008 
Puriri Hills Reserve, a blend of merlot (51 per cent), cabernet franc 
(20 per cent), carmenère (13 per cent), cabernet sauvignon (nine 
per cent) and malbec (seven per cent). When I tasted it in 2010 I 
awarded it 96 points. The bottle-aged 2008 now merits a score of 
98 points, possibly more. It was magnificent. Still retaining a won-
derful array of berry, floral and spice flavours, but with tantalising, 
savoury bottle complexity and a texture to die for. It was clearly 
at its peak, or more correctly, at the beginning of a long plateau. 
Everyone loved it. Curiously only two students out of 25 had heard 
of this small, quality-focused Clevedon wine producer. 

Puriri Hills has a modest annual production of around 1,000 
cases. The owner, Judy Fowler, describes herself as “a perfection-
ist dedicated to producing New Zealand’s best blended wines 
crafted from merlot, franc, carmenère, cabernet and malbec.” It’s 
probably not overstating it to say that she is obsessed with Right 
Bank Bordeaux reds. Her obsession is fully supported by partner, 
Phil Nunweek, and consulting winemaker Evert Nijzink. 

A chance to show his students a bottle-aged New Zealand Bordeaux-style blend by Puriri Hills 
has Bob Campbell MW singing the praises of this little-known Clevedon producer.
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I recently visited Fowler at Puriri Hills to taste the currently 
available wines. However, she could not resist opening her top 
wines from the good 2012 vintage, stellar 2013 vintage and  
excellent 2014 vintage despite the fact that they will not be 
released for some time. 

We started with a dry, merlot-based Rosé 
(NZ$30) made by “bleeding” juice at the begin-
ning of the red wine fermentation. It’s a solid, 
satisfying wine with plum, berry and herbs.

Next came the entry-level red, 2016 Mokoroa 
(NZ$30) from a moderately challenging, rain- 
affected vintage. It’s a fairly simple, light-bodied 
red in a moderately rustic style. Good “café wine”, 
but a long way behind their top labels.

Puriri Hills premium wines are offered in 
three tiers: Estate with a retail price of around 
NZ$55; Reserve (re-branded from 2012 as Harmo-
nie du Soir) with a price tag around NZ$110 and 

the flagship label Pope that retails for around NZ$198. The wines 
can be purchased from the cellar door, restaurants and a limited 
number of fine wine retailers. The winery has a Pope Wine Club, 
which allows “immediate, exclusive and discounted access to 
Puriri Hills pre-release wines”.

The 2009 Reserve is developing nicely with savoury, earthy, 
coffee flavours adding complexity to berry and herb characters. 
Like the 2008 it has a superbly silken texture. The 2010 Pope is a 
predictably great wine from a top vintage. It’s a deep, dense wine 
with sweet fruit, spice and Christmas cake flavours that are deli-
cious now, although the wine clearly has great potential. Stellar 
wine from a super vintage.

2011 was a challenging vintage, but the 2011 Estate is surpris-
ingly good thanks at least in part to the fact that the Reserve and 
Pope labels were declassified in that year. Hand-harvesting also 
made a contribution as did rigorous selection in the winery. It’s 
a weighty wine with sweet fruit supported by firm tannins. A 
faultless and very attractive red. 

2012 was, for Puriri Hills at least, a good vintage and certainly 
better than 2011 despite that vintage’s challenging reputation. 
The 2012 Estate is a charming and approachable wine. It’s a little 
lighter and softer, but I still regard it as a serious red.

Although it won’t be released for some time the 2013 Puriri 
Hills Pope is the best wine I have tasted from this winery to  
date. It’s a generously proportioned long-distance runner. I  
plan to join the Pope Wine Club.  v

Well-kept Secret

The 2013  
Puriri Hills 

Pope is the best 
wine I have 
tasted from 
this winery.
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RIGHT BANK BUFF 
Puriri Hill’s owner 
Judy Fowler.


