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Extreme 
Winemaking

Doing things the 
hard way and why 

it’s worth it

There’s winemaking the 
easy way: in a temperate 
climate, on nice flat ground 
with lots of machinery and 
chemicals to help. And 
then there’s the hard way… 

A world away from the 
cosy restaurant or hip bar 
where that bottle of 
complex, elegant and 
deliciously moreish wine is 
poured, there’s a group of 
reckless individuals 
battling the elements in 
the pursuit of creating 
something great.

They might be working at 
the very limits of where it’s 
climatically possible to 

grow grapes, scrabbling on 
hands and knees to tend 
vines on vertigo-inducing 
slopes, or harnessing the 
power of Mother Nature to 
battle vineyard pests. But 
one thing they all have in 
common, is the desire to 
make truly remarkable 
wine, regardless of how 
physically, mentally (and 
financially) draining that 
might be.

Let’s spare a thought for 
those mavericks out there 
hand-ploughing steep, 
stony vineyards or 
protecting their vines from 
frostbite. Meet the Extreme 
Winemakers... 
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Battling extreme cold 

Below 10°C is too cold for a 
vine’s cells to function. That’s 
why vines lie dormant in 
winter throughout most of the 
winegrowing world, before 
waking up again, refreshed, in 
spring. But if the temperature 
falls to under -20°C? It’s bad 
news. Norman Hardie from 
Canada’s Niagara Peninsula 
explains, “with temperatures 
below -19°C to -21°C on 
vinifera, the primary bud will 
die; underneath the primary 
is a secondary bud that will 
die between -21°C and -23°C, 
while the tertiary bud that sits 
below the secondary will die 
between -24°C and -25°C. If that 
happens, there will be no green 
tissue the following year and 
the whole plant will perish.”

Ningxia province in China, 
while warm and sunny 
in summer, can regularly 
plummet to -25°C in the winter. 
Lenz Moser from Chateau 
Changyu Moser XV tells 
us how they avert disaster: 
“We tackle the danger by 
burying the vines. This is a 
very labour-intensive process, 
which involves pruning the 
vines right after harvest. Then 
the vineyard is watered for 
solid moisture and freezing 
potential. After this, in early 
November, the vines are buried 
with soil, simply by holding the 
vines down manually and then 
ploughing in around 30cm of 
soil needed for full protection.”  

Norman uses a similar 
technique to protect his vines 
in Niagara, but feels the extra 
labour is worth it.

Snowy vines at Norman Hardie, Niagara

“I would rather do this extra 
work in those incredible soils 
than work less, and less 
expensively, in an easy, warm 
climate with sandy soils. The 
best wines have always been 
made on the edge, it’s a com-
bination of terroir and climate. 
I would rather be on the edge 
for climate and have the best 
terroir than the opposite.”

Norman Hardie


