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In these days of 
corporatisation 
and expansion 
it’s unusual to 
find winemakers 
who have decided 
to restrict their 
growth, but that’s 
what Daniel 
Schwarzenbach 
of Blackenbrook 
in Nelson tells 
Charmian Smith 
he is doing.

Da n i e l  a n d  U r s u l a 
Scharwzenbach have an 
unusually tight focus in 
both their operation and 
the style of wine they 
make at Blackenbrook 

in Nelson. Blackenbrook is a translation of 
their name, Daniel explains. 

The Swiss couple have no aspirations to 
expand beyond making 6000 cases of wine, 
a little up from the 5000 cases they produce 
from their 20ha vineyard at present, and that 
is to meet export demands from Germany 
and Japan. They have declined requests to 
do contract winemaking and recently bought 
their own bottling plant so they are completely 
self-sufficient, explains Daniel.

“We want to stay focused on making 
premium quality wine, and produce, market 
and sell it ourselves, and not to get so big 
that we are working so hard we can’t actually 
enjoy life. 

“We have a couple of kids and they need 
attention as well. We like to go away every 
so often. It’s a lifestyle choice, but it’s still 
focused in a business sense. It’s not a hobby; 
it’s our livelihood.”

Ursula markets the wine while Daniel looks 
after the vineyard and winery, employing 
occasional casual labour and a cellar hand 
for a month over vintage.

Daniel, who grew up in New Zealand and 

started his career as a medical microbiologist, 
decided to switch to winemaking after working 
for the national health service in Britain. 

“It’s a passion. I love the outdoors, I like 
being my own boss; it’s a great place to bring 
up kids out in the country, so those were the 
driving forces behind it,” he says.

After completing the post-graduate 
viticulture and winemaking course at Lincoln, 
he went to Europe to gain experience.

“You need to travel and see what other 
winemakers do. I just really wanted to see 
what the old world was doing and combine 
modern technology with some of the old 
traditional ways of doing things.”

Working with Olivier Humbrecht at 
Domaine Zind-Humbrecht in Alsace, he 
unlearnt much of what he’d been taught at 
Lincoln, he says.

“At Lincoln or any oenology university 
they say you have to do this, this and this, 
but he did something completely different, 
and that was a real eye-opener. He uses no 
sulphur for a long period of time and he 
explained to me how you can get away with 
it, and that’s the sort of thing we try and do 
here as well — the whole gentle winemaking 
process, not rushing wines through, let them 
basically ferment on their own accord, with 
minimal intervention.”

He was also influenced by Weingut Hirsch 
and Weingut Engelhof in Germany and Swiss 
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winemaker Georg Fromm, who established 
Fromm in Marlborough. And while in 
Switzerland he met his wife-to-be, Ursula.

From the beginning, the Schwarzenbachs 
thought small. They rejected Marlborough and 
Hawke’s Bay as being too big, and because 
they were working at Seifrieds when they 
returned to New Zealand, Nelson was the 
obvious region to establish their own vineyard.

They chose a coastal site near Motueka as 

MAIN: “I get a lot of joy out in the vineyard . . . if I get that right the winemaking is really a caretaker thing.”

BELOW: Viticulturist, winemaker, storeman – Daniel does it all himself.

Ursula and Daniel enjoy the fruits of their labour.

it was slightly elevated with a natural fall so 
frost drained away and the soils were clay, 
suitable for pinot noir and chardonnay, he said.

Back in 1999 when they started there was a 
shortage of planting material, so they grafted 
their own and sold the excess, running a 
nursery for the first eight or nine years to fund 
the establishment of their vineyard.

During vintage, Daniel spends mornings 
in the vineyard supervising the picking team, 
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then in the afternoons, when the pickers have 
gone home, he processes the fruit in the 
gravity-fed winery set into the hill.

With variable capacity tanks he can leave 
the fermented wines on their lees saturated 
with natural carbon dioxide so he doesn’t 
need to add sulphur until much later in the 
process, he explains.

“As soon as you move wine you have to 
add sulphur. Every time you move the wine 
you lose flavour and quality so we do minimal 
pumping and filtration.”

Because the winemaking process is gentle, 
he does not fine the wines with traditional fish 
or milk products so they are vegan, and the 
minimal use of sulphur reduces the risk for 
people with allergies to it, he says.

“I want to simplify things. I’ve got a formula 
now. I know which oak works for us. Every 
so often I try a new barrel or a different 
yeast. I roughly know what works and I’ve 
simplified the steps. 

“I feel it’s not necessarily the cooper or the 
yeast strain that gives you a big influence on 
the flavour. I think it’s the season, the soil, what 
you do out in the vineyard that contributes 
mainly to the flavours and complexity of 
the wine. That’s the vision — making pure 
wines that express the vineyard, and a gentle 
winemaking process,” he said.

He uses alarms to alert him if one of 
the tanks is not fermenting properly, the 
temperature changes or a compressor is not 
working, which enables him to keep in touch 
with what’s going on in the winery when he’s 
in the vineyard. 

“I get a lot of joy out in the vineyard — 80 
per cent of the wines are made out there, and 
if I get that right, the winemaking is really a 
caretaker thing,” he says.

Although working by himself, Daniel does 
not remain isolated. To keep up with what 
is happening in the wine world and gain an 
insight into trends, he judges at the Mundus 
Vini international wine awards in Germany 
each year.

Listening to customers is important too, 
he says. He realised that when he changed 
from using a combination of American and 
French oak to only French for his chardonnay.  
He might have received more notice from 
wine critics, but his customers didn’t like 
it so he changed back, and his customers 
returned, he said.

Under the Blackenbrook and the easy 
drinking St Jacques labels, the Schwarzenbachs 
produce sauvignon blanc, pinot gris, a 
remarkably textural, savoury gewürztraminer 
reminiscent of an Alsatian style, a slightly 
smoky, citrussy chardonnay, a spicy, savoury 
pinot noir and a juicy, earthy montepulciano 
as well as a rosé and a dessert wine. 

Blackenbrook winery is set into a hillside to enable gentle, gravity-fed winemaking.

Sole charge: Daniel at work in the gently sloping vineyard.

Daniel and Ursula inspect the spring shoots.


