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these pages Annie and James 
Millton’s home looks over 
vineyards and the vegetable 
garden where Annie loves to 
linger at the beginning and end 
of the day, watering and picking 
produce; a 40-year-old bay tree 
creates a focal point within the 
garden’s buxus and hawthorn 
hedges; the row of claret ash 
along the boundary looked 
particularly stunning this 
autumn, says Annie.

G a r d e N s

f i e l d  o f  v i s i o n
A pair of trailblazing organic winemakers see their 

passion for growing reflected in their Gisborne garden
W O R D S  v i v i e n n e  h a l d a n e  /  P H O T O G R A P H S  p a u l  m c c r e d i e
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O
nce upon a time, if you used the word “organic” 
you’d be considered on the fringe. Annie Millton 
knows what that’s like. When she and her husband 
James made a commitment to growing their grapes 

organically more than 30 years ago, many people thought they 
were crazy. “Now, it seems, everyone wants to be crazy,” says the 
trailblazing Gisborne winemaker.

In their 20s, the couple spent four years working in the 
famous wine regions of France and Germany and returned to 
New Zealand wanting to settle and put into practice all they had 
learned. “We came back home with heads full of inspiration, 
ready to throw ourselves into the next challenge,” says Annie.

“Home” was Annie’s parents’ farm on the banks of the Te 
Arai River just out of Gisborne. John and Dorothy Clark planted 
their vineyard in the 1960s and most of Annie’s summer holidays 
away from Lincoln University, where she studied horticulture, 
were spent working there.

Annie and James met in Gisborne, although James is from 
Franz Josef on the South Island’s West Coast. No grapes grow 
there, but he was always interested in winemaking.  >

this page Parsley, lettuce, 
asparagus and other plants 
thrive in what Annie describes 
as “a very tight, raised-bed 
style of vegetable garden” –  
it is fed with biodynamic 
preparations and compost that 
are also used in the vineyard. 
opposite (clockwise from top 
left) An archway between the 
vegetable garden and the 
house. Nigella grows beside 
kale. A French urn surrounded 
by creeping fig (Ficus pumila), 
lavender and lamb’s ear.  
Annie Millton beside her  
neatly trimmed hedges.

G a r d e N s
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these pages “A garden has to be  
a joy rather than a burden,” says 
Annie, who’s added a selection 
of easy-care plants to her garden 
over the years, including 
viburnum, ‘Iceberg’ roses, 
aquilegia, deutzia and comfrey; 
standard bay trees guard the 
end of the path, with Chinese 
scholar trees (Sophora japonica) 
to the left – their trunks are pale 
because they’ve been coated 
with a biodynamic paste used to 
combat borer; further left, in the 
border, is flowering crab apple; 
the cellar door of Millton 
Vineyards and Winery can be 
seen in the background.  >

G a r d e N s
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Along the front boundary, a row of claret ash was established, 
providing a glorious russet blaze each autumn.

Neatly trimmed hedges of karo (Pittosporum crassifolium) 
and buxus enclose the garden and give the family a private 
sanctuary away from the day-to-day tasks of the vineyard and 
the cellar door.

Annie says her garden is her creative space and the place that 
most reflects her vision and passion for planting and growing. 
When customers come to the Millton cellar door, not only do 
they sample the wine, they also get to enjoy the environment. 
Annie has created different garden rooms filled with flowering 
perennials to wander through and enjoy.

“I’ve tried to keep everything easy maintenance, with plantings 
of penstemon, viburnum and delphiniums, plus lots of ground 
cover such as comfrey. People often plant and keep extending 
their gardens but then they find they’ve become slaves to it.”  >

The couple took over what had been John and Dorothy’s bull 
paddock and established their winery on it in 1984. Two years 
later the Millton Vineyard produced the first New Zealand 
certified organic wine. This also makes them the first 
biodynamic producers in the southern hemisphere.

“From working many vintages in Europe we knew how they 
managed their vines using copper and sulphur, with a very 
minimal spray programme compared to here, where they pour 
on the chemicals,” says Annie. “We told ourselves, ‘We’ve just 
got to stop using them’. And so we pulled back, learned more 
and gained the confidence to give it a go.” 

They tended their vineyard in harmony with the phases of 
the moon, prevailing winds and flowering of plants. In place of 
chemicals they used herbal, mineral and animal preparations. 
“We probably seem crazy, but it makes us happy and more and 
more enthusiastic as each season begins,” says James.

these pages (clockwise from left)
Beside the cellar door a 
flowering Australian frangipani 
tree gives off a glorious scent 
and seeds prolifically. The 
garden is based on a cross shape, 
creating different garden rooms; 
in the background several 
varieties of olive trees grow on 
the mounded centre of the 
circular driveway. A Virginia 
creeper drapes around the cellar 
door window.

At the height of summer it’s a relief to find shade under an 
umbrella beside the Millton Vineyard’s cellar door. Bees dance 
around the flowers in a hedged border nearby. Annie’s right-
hand man in the garden, Graeme Arnold, is out of sight, but can 
be heard industriously clipping and tidying the shrubbery.

Annie laid out the garden at the same time as establishing the 
vineyard and bringing up their children, Monique and Sam, now 
in their 20s. “Looking back it was a huge task,” she says.

She drew on memories of her time in the French vineyards. 
“Many of the chateaux have long drives of mature trees with 
gently raised mounds in the middle. We used excavated soil left 
over from building the winery to create two similar features. On 
one I planted five different varieties of olives. That created an 
evergreen screen, yet still allowed glimpses of the surroundings.”

Inspired by English landscaper Hugh Johnson, she planted a 
grove of silver birches on the second mound.

G a r d e N s
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Climate: Gisborne has an almost semi-tropical climate, so  
a huge collection of plants will grow here.

Soil type: Deep alluvial soils.

i partiCularly enjoy: Having fun with my beautiful 
hedges, particularly karo (Pittosporum crassifolium). People often 
underestimate how you can work with these native plants.

moSt-uSed tool: Japanese niwashi (hand hoe).

plantS that grow well here: Aquilegia, deutzia, 
nigella, buxus, lilacs.

BeSt ediBle Crop: Broad beans, green beans, lettuces, 
radishes and chillies.

Favourite garden SeaSon: Spring is almost always my 
favourite but this last autumn has been absolutely stunning.

help in the garden: My wonderful gardener,  
Graeme Arnold.

do you open your garden to the puBliC? When 
people come to the cellar door they will often sit in the garden 
and have a glass of wine; they’re welcome to walk through. 

Annie Millton

Q& A

Annie prefers a subdued palette of blue, purple, pink and 
white flowers and is delighted that the varieties her mother once 
grew, such as gypsophila, scabiosa, dianthus, tweedia 
(Oxypetalum caeruleum), carnations, chrysanthemums and 
gladioli, are back in favour. 

As well as everything else she has crammed into her life, 
Annie trained as a florist and, while in England in the late 1970s, 
worked at the renowned London firm Moyses Stevens, florists to 
the royal family. She remembers Princess Margaret coming in 
with her entourage to choose flowers. “We were taught to be 
very discreet, so I used to just quietly absorb it all.”

And now a new generation of enthusiasts is working alongside 
their far-sighted parents. “It’s so wonderful that our children 
Sam and Monique are showing great interest in the business that 
James and I have created.” The family all worked the 2015 
vintage together in Gisborne and now the younger generation 
are heading overseas to learn more about the business.

“Monique is off to do a vintage in Sicily and Sam is going to 
Melbourne to work within the retail sector of the wine industry.

“As a family we share different responsibilities and Sam and 
Monique put forward positive things about what they want to do 
and how they want to do it. I find that very exciting.”  n

this page (clockwise from left) A cover crop of phacelia, a source of 
food for insects, grows between grapevines in Te Arai vineyard, part 
of Millton Vineyards and Winery. A French cross. Closely planted paper 
birch (Betula papyrifera) were inspired by landscape designer Hugh 
Johnson. A wheelbarrow pruning burner. 
opposite (from top) The olive trees planted on raised mounds were 
inspired by the gardens of French chateaux that James and Annie saw 
when working in France many years ago. These muscat grapevines 
have now been pulled out to make way for new plantings.

G a r d e N s

see more at
nzhouseandgarden.co.nz

MORE 
O n li n e
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