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The 2017-18 season will be remembered as one which was consistently warmer day to day 
than previous years. It was not that temperatures were necessarily higher, it was more a 
sense of milder conditions overall, rather than suffering extremes. The result, was much 
earlier vine growth and seasonal development than has been seen in recent memory. 
 
The consistently warm conditions from the start of the season resulted in one of the earliest 
known starts to vintage at EH. Picking of our new (young) chardonnay clones at our inland 
Triangle vineyard started on the 26th February, over two weeks earlier than normal. 12 days 
into picking however, the Chardonnay picking was marred by the onset of 45mm of rain and 
a stint of two and half weeks of wet conditions. 

Thankfully, plenty of hard work much earlier in the season well and truly paid off, with 
blocks of fruit coming off clean after surviving prolonged periods of wet weather. A dry 
spell of about a week allowed early reds (Merlot plus some Syrah) to be picked at our 
Gimblett and Triangle vineyards at premium ripeness. This was also an important final 
stage of ripening for our later Icon Syrah and Cabernet blocks. These blocks require longer, 
slower ripening phase and a cooling down of temperatures in early to mid-April suited 
these perfectly. The result, even with the return of wet weather was some of the best blocks 
of Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon ever picked in the history of EH.
 

Vintage Report 

Spring 

The spring of 2017 followed a winter that was not exceptionally cold. Yet again, the vineyards 
on the plains of Hawke’s Bay experienced next to no frost events between bud burst in 
early September through to the start of flowering in November. This meant that vines had a 
warm start to the season and that soil and air temperatures rapidly reached a point at which 
vine growth could occur. Warm nights are an important aspect of this as it usually means 
that day time temperatures are quick to rise above a point (10degrees C)where active vine 
growth occurs.
Bud burst in most varieties occurred slightly earlier at EH than in the previous four seasons. 
There was some variation between varieties, with Merlot a stand out as particularly early 
and Sauvignon Blanc being notably late. This also reflected the differences in micro climate 
between our inland vineyards (where Merlot is grown) and our coastal vineyard (where 
Sauvignon Blanc) is grown. Overall though there was a noticeable trend towards an earlier 
bud burst. 

Growing Season 
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Early Summer 

Early summer is critical because it is when grape vines go through flowering, setting a crop 
for the coming vintage. As with bud burst, flowering was noticeably earlier than in previous 
years and the same varieties showed a noticeable trend towards earlier development. 
Climatic conditions (especially warm temperatures) encouraged rapid fruit set and rapidly 
swelling berries. Rainfall, which is seasonal at this time of the year, did bring botrytis 
infection periods over this very sensitive stage. This is an important phase because it 
determines crop size at Vintage. Rain and cold conditions can lead to late season botrytis 
infections if canopy management and sprays are not applied correctly. At EH, we are very 
vigilant about spray timings and leaf removal. Both are managed intensely at this time to 
ensure as low as risk as possible for later in the season. Diligence and hard work at this 
stage will reward you later down the track at vintage. 

Summer 
 
The summer months were characterised by warm and sometimes hot conditions. Compared 
to previous seasons, humidity levels were on average consistently higher. Although 
periods of dry weather occurred, where the normal grass die-back began to occur, it was 
interspersed with periods of thundery rain showers which kept soil moisture levels higher 
than normal. The added effect of this was that grape berry weights rapidly increased in the 
early stages, which led to large bunch sizes at vintage (on average 30% increase in bunch 
weights across Hawke’s Bay). Managing soil moisture levels is critical for EH at this time of 
year, as the vines on our light, gravelly soils are very prone to drought whilst the berries are 
increasing in size. 

Late Summer / Autumn 

The continuation of warm days and warm nights led to a rapid increase in the accumulation 
of what are termed ‘Growing Degree Days’ (GDD) - a relative measure of the average 
temperatures across the growing season. This is a key horticultural index, which measures 
how plants grow in any one season. By the end of the season, Hawkes Bay had totalled 
15% higher GDD than the long term (10yr) average. This in turn led to earlier and earlier 
vine development, with shorter intervals between key developmental stages. Veraison 
occurs in late summer, and this was correspondingly much earlier than normal, with some 
Chardonnay and Merlot bunches changing colour between 10-14 days earlier than in 
previous seasons. This had the effect of bringing forward the date of when birds become a 
problem in our vineyards. At Elephant Hill, we use total exclusion bird nets across a third of 
our area and side netting on all our other blocks. This is a major cost and requires months 
of work to put the nets out and retrieve them back in. We believe this has a major effect on 
the quality of our fruit and therefore our wine. Preventing any damage to the grape berries 
is crucial, especially in the event of rain at Vintage.
 

@elephanthill@ElephantHillWinery  www.elephanthill.co.nz 
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