
"There is gathering momentum and a swing toward organics within the New 
Zealand viticulture industry.  Scientific research and studies are providing 
clear evidence of the benefits.  A three year controlled study was recently 
carried out by Organic Winegrowers of New Zealand, with support from the 
Sustainable Farming Fund and New Zealand Winegrowers in three different 
grape-growing regions, Hawkes Bay, Marlborough and Central Otago, with 
final results published in 2015 clearly demonstrating the positives in the 
vineyard, in the wines and from an economic perspective as well.

Overall, Central Otago enjoys some advantages but also some particular 
challenges when it comes to organic farming.  We are particularly fortunate 
to have a really positive culture of information sharing and some great role 
models amongst our peers here.  A few, like Burn Cottage Vineyard, have 
been established under an organic/biodynamic regime from the outset and a 
growing number of others, such as Felton Road, Quartz Reef, Rippon, 
Domaine Thomson and Carrick have made the conversion.  All of them 
freely pass on the benefits of their experience.  We ourselves feel fortunate to 
work with Vinewise Viticulture, who specialise in managing organic and 
biodynamic vineyards, to help us maintain our TOSQ vineyards, so there is 
great support out there."  Sue Thompson   

T O S Q
T h e  S t o r y  o f  a n 

O r g a n i c  V i n e y a r d  i n  C e n t r a l  O t a g o
An Interview with Sue Thompson by Caroline Davies
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In the beginning
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What an incredible transformation of landscape from a bare 
block "supporting rabbits and a few sheep, where the 
summer dried the grasses to dust", and what a 
testament to Carl and Sue Thompson for taking the time to 
work with the soil and ultimately become certified Biogro 
Organic, as well as "in conversion" for their Pinot Gris 
Roadside Vineyard.

http://www.biodynamic.org.nz/about-biodynamics

http://www.biodynamic.org.nz/about-biodynamics/what-is-biodynamics

A Matter of Urgency

In her book “The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History” 
Elizabeth Kolbert describes in detail why “over the last half a 
billion years, there have been five mass extinctions on earth, 
when the diversity of life suddenly and dramatically contracted.  
Scientists around the world are currently monitoring the next 
mass extinction, predicted to be the most devastating extinction 
event since the asteroid impact that wiped out dinosaurs.  But 
this time around the cataclysm is us”.

Returning to organic farming principles is one of the most 
important things 'we' (humans) can do at this time (globally) 
to reverse the environmental degradation we have caused.   
Utilizing what works and discarding what doesn’t work, based 
on thousands of years of agricultural practices, biodynamic, 
organic and permaculture disciplines show us that not only can 
we feed ourselves, but also keep the intricately woven thread of 
connection between all life intact, as each life form supports 
another directly or indirectly.

We need to work wisely and sensitively with nature, nurture 
the land, respect the soil and all the life that it gives us.    In a 
way taking a few steps back to take many more forward.  The 
"labels" we have to use these days, such as organic and 
conventional are quite upside down considering, that for eons,  
conventional methods were naturally organic.

TOSQ vineyard has successfully shifted from a conventional 
beginning with their vineyard to a thriving organic winemaker.

Carl Thompson © 2016
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An interview with Sue Thompson of 

T O S Q

by Caroline Davies

Fifteen years ago, Sue and Carl 
Thompson,  who have two sons - 
Oscar and Quinn, purchased a 15 
hectare bare block of land along the 
Wanaka/Cromwell Highway in 
Central Otago.     From a dry and 
barren landscape, the Thompson’s 
have tended their bit of paradise into 
a thriving vineyard where no 
herbicides, synthetic chemical 
fertilisers, insecticides or fungicides 
are used.  They see themselves 
nurturing the land as a whole 
system, supporting a well balanced 
and self-sustaining organism.   

With very different lives before 
settling in Wanaka, and then the 
Cromwell Basin, Sue had been a 
secretary in the Lord Chamberlains 
Office and a Cordon Bleu cook in 
England, and Carl had spent eight 
seasons searching for meteorites in 
the wilderness of Antarctica .

What brought you to New Zealand from 
England, and ultimately Central Otago and  
where is Carl originally from?
Sue:  “Carl’s family moved around when 
he was growing up.  They were living in 
Te Kuiti when he went to Primary School, 
Western Samoa for Intermediate, and 
Hamilton for High School.  He went to 
University in Canterbury where he fell in 
love with the South Island mountains.

I came out to New Zealand while I was 
travelling round the world.  I had met a 
number of New Zealanders while 
working in the French Alps and my sister 
had married one of them!  I came out to 
visit them.  I met Carl on that first trip, 
though much to-ing and fro-ing followed 
in a long-distance relationship, caused in 
part because at that time his summers 
were spent in Antarctica, where I couldn’t 
follow!  Love of the mountains and Carl’s 
new-found career as a pilot drew us to 
Wanaka, where we’ve now been based 
for more than 25 years!”

Were you searching for land in Central 
Otago specifically to create an organic 
vineyard, or was this an unanticipated 
path?
“Both the vineyard and organics were an 
unanticipated path!  I had enjoyed an 
idyllic childhood growing up on a farm 
in rural Dorset, England.   Carl and I 
both decided, with two small children, 
that we wanted to leave Wanaka and 
bring the boys up in a rural 
environment.  We didn’t want a ‘life-style’ 
block as such, but wanted to work the land 
in a productive way.  Although we knew

Carl Thompson © 2016

Pinot Noir grapes just before harvest
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Sue and Carl Thompson with Snoop Dogg
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nothing about grape-growing at that 
stage, we had become exposed to the 
excitement of a burgeoning young wine 
industry in the wider area and decided 
this was what we would like to pursue.  
The Cromwell basin was the area we 
searched, both because of the grape-
growing potential and the affordability of 
land in comparison with the Wanaka 
region.

We established the vineyards in a 
conventional way.  I had taken a two year 
course in Viticulture and Wine-making in 
the late 1990’s and we took advice from a 
number of experienced local industry 
experts.  

Looking back, I cannot remember 
‘organics’ even being mentioned as an 
option.  It wasn’t on my personal radar at 
the time.  I don’t think I’d stopped to 
really consider how food was grown on a 
commercial level.  I had completely taken 
my up-bringing for granted, brought up 
on fresh fruit and vegetables produced 
from a large home garden that was fed 
with barrow-loads of compost from the 
stable or farm ‘muck heap’.”

Why did you and Carl decide that organic 
was the way to go?   
“Once we actually started growing the 
vines and managing the vineyard, I 
found myself reluctant to use 
herbicides, synthetic water-soluble 
chemical fertilisers, insecticides and 
fungicides and started to cast around 
for alternatives.

My break-through moment came about 
10 years ago when I attended a field day 
at Rippon Vineyard with Biodynamic 
gurus Peter Proctor and James Millton.  
Suddenly I was shown our familiar world 
presented in a whole new way.  There 
was so much that I realised I’d never 
even considered.  It was enlightening and 
so exciting.  I liken it to picking up a 
kaleidoscope and seeing the intricate, 
sparkling, colourful patterns for the first 
time. It drew attention to the inter-
connectedness of all that makes up our 
world on so many different levels.  It was 
the first time I was presented with the 
idea of one’s farm as a living organism 
and the possibility of being able to 
support this world by growing one’s own 
inputs on farm. 

My journey since has been along the path 
I discovered that day.  There were and 
still are, big gaps in my understanding - 
but the advice we received was to ‘make 
a start’.  I have been learning by doing, as 
well as by further study.

I am convinced that the success of the 
system is about respect and appreciation 
of all living things and ultimately about 
balance.  I see my work as being ‘part of 
the system’, working with nature rather 
than against it, a role that is very much 
one of support and gentle steering, rather 
than seeking to dominate or control.  I try 
to be one of the ‘beneficial organisms’!!”

Central Otago is a wonderful environment 
to grow top quality grapes.  It is the area 
of New Zealand with the most 
continental climate and the greatest 
extremes in temperature - hottest in the 
summer and coldest in the winter.  The 
diurnal range in temperature can be more 
than 25 deg c.   The cool nights slow the 
accumulation of sugars in the fruit and 
help retain the acids, which give the 
wines their vibrancy, while allowing the 
flavours time to develop.
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Our dry climate and low humidity is also a huge plus in the 
respect that it makes for low disease pressure.” 

What are the challenging aspects of growing grapes, and what are the 
environmental conditions that either support a "great" year or 
vintage, or create a less fruitful yield?
“On the other side of the coin, our dry environment and fragile 
soils are a tremendous challenge.  The soils are naturally 
extremely low in organic matter and the capacity to hold water.  It 
is a challenge to try and build up the organic matter, hold on to 
precious rainfall and thereby increase the availability and transfer 
of nutrients to the plants.

Extremes are tough, whether they be extreme heat or cold, severe 
winds or hail.

Weather-wise, probably the biggest threat to us all as growers in 
Central Otago is the potential for damaging frosts, particularly in 
springtime, when the emerging young shoots on the vines are soft 
and vulnerable.

At the other end of the season too, although vines have hardened 
off and can tolerate heavier frosts than in springtime, a moderate 
frost can strip the canopy of functioning leaves and mean the end 
of the vines’ ability to ripen fruit any further.

Gale force winds through the growing season, those wild ‘nor-
westers’, can be very damaging, particularly in springtime, 
knocking out shoots completely.                                    Continues Page 117 Carl Thompson © 2016
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Above:  Springtime is the danger period for newly emerging buds on the vine

Opposite Page 114:  Sue winter pruning during a snow shower!  Severe weather during the vines’ dormant period, whether 
hard frosts or snow, is not actually an issue.  Vines can cope with temperatures down to about -15deg c. in winter    - it’s 
pretty much just the pruners that could suffer in the cold, hence the big down jackets! 

Carl Thompson © 2016
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Strong winds, or extreme temperature, 
heat or cold, can stress the vines and 
cause them to shut down, delaying 
growth and ripening.

Hail also is a risk, with the potential to 
shred and strip the leaves from the vines 
and ruin the fruit.

Wet weather at flowering can mean a 
lesser fruit set.  All the above can 
contribute to a reduction in yield.

So what makes a great vintage?  One 
without too much of anything!  Not too 
cold in spring, allowing vines off to a 
good start; fine sunny weather through 
flowering, to aid a great fruit set; lots of 
warmth and sun without extreme heat 
through summer, and then a nice long 
dry autumn, so the grapes are able to 
ripen perfectly without disease pressure.  
The best vintages from a quality 
perspective are reasonably dry, so the 
vines grow slowly and the bunches and 
berries are small with intense flavours.  
Pinot Noir is a thin-skinned variety, so 
small berries mean reduced juice to skin 
ratio, helping achieve good depth of 
colour in the wine.”

Besides weather conditions in any given 
season, I'm guessing that the soil's 
composition, grape variety, fermentation 
process and age,  also contribute to a wine's 
eventual flavour,   are there any other 
elements that contribute to a successful 
wine's taste? 
“Yes, so many different factors come into 
play!  How the vines are managed, 
nurtured and cared for can have a big 
impact.  Ensuring that the crop is not too 
heavy, which could lead to dilute 
flavours in the finished wine, and that the 
vine canopy is not too thick, so that lots 
of light and air can penetrate, is really 
important.  Ideally this is achieved by the 
vine growing ‘in balance’.  An attentive 
viticulturist has many management tools 
at his disposal to help achieve this.

Another factor, that is being discussed 
more and more these days, is the role of 
the microbiology, both in the soil and on 
the plant.  A vibrant, healthy and diverse 
soil biomass can be key to both the 
uniqueness and richness of flavours in 
the wine.  The natural wild yeasts and 
organisms that inhabit the grape surfaces 
can also contribute great interest and 
complexity.”                            Continues Page 123 Pinot Noir grapes  ~  Carl Thompson © 2016
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Pure Gold!  The Glorious Compost Pile
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For The Love of Worms:
It all starts with healthy living soil.
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Setting up the nets to protect the grapes from birds looking for a sweet lunch

Carl Thompson © 2016
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The end of the season Carl Thompson © 2016
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The TOSQ wines entered into this year’s Bragato Wine Show won awards.  TOSQ Flora ‘Entwined’2015 , their 'orange-
hued’ ‘natural’ wine was awarded Silver and TOSQ Pinot Gris 2014 Bronze.  These awards are specifically for Estate 
Grown and Single Vineyard wines.

Carl Thompson © 2016
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A Year  In The L ife  of  a  V ine yard
What is the cycle of preparation and work in 
your vineyard?
“I think of the vineyard year as starting in 
winter with pruning.  This takes place 
while the vines are dormant, generally 
from about mid-May to the end of 
August, and is the start of setting the vine 
up for the season ahead.

Winter and early spring is also the time of 
general maintenance, replacing any 
damaged vines, applying compost, and 
mounding or weeding under-vine - 
basically a time of preparation of both 
vine and vineyard.

The current season’s white and rose´wines 
will be completed around this time and 
prepared for bottling.

In spring we lift the cow horns 
(Biodynamic preparation 500) and put 
out our first application to give a boost 
the soil’s microbiology.

Spring brings the challenge of night-time 
temperature monitoring for potential 
frosts and frost-fighting activities if 
necessary in the early hours - whether

these be using water sprinklers, 
windmills or helicopters.

It’s also the time of fast growth and work to 
be done to set the vine canopy up, thinning 
out excess shoots, bud-rubbing the 
trunks, raising and clipping foliage wires.

Throughout the growing season, moisture 
levels need to be managed with appropriate 
irrigation and the vines supported with 
both soil and foliar nutrition.

Summer sees the maintenance and 
control of the canopy, trimming and leaf 
removal if necessary in dense areas.  
Once the grape bunches are fully formed 
and reaching veraison, crop load can be 
assessed and bunches thinned if needed 
to meet the required quality parameters.

Over summer we collect material for 
autumn compost-making, harvesting our 
paddock for baleage and chipping 
accumulated tree prunings. 

In late summer the nets go on, protecting 
the ripening fruit from the birds.

Early autumn is a very busy time in the

winery.   Last season’s pinot noirs, that 
have spent the preceding months 
maturing in oak barrels, are finished and 
made ready for bottling and everything is 
prepared ready for the upcoming vintage.

It is a quieter time in the vineyard.  
Hopefully the careful attention through 
spring and summer has set the vines up in 
the best way possible to ripen their fruit 
and the winegrower waits and monitors 
the gradual accumulation of sugars and 
flavours and reduction of acids until the 
‘all go’ decision is taken and harvest gets 
underway.  This is done by hand on our 
vineyards by a crew of locals, overseas 
backpackers and seasonal workers from 
Vanuatu.  They are especially happy days, 
with a sense of fulfillment at the end of the 
season’s work and relief to have the grapes 
safely gathered in and delivered to the 
winery!

After harvest, the nets come off.  We 
complete our compost-making, make our 
barrel manure (cow-pat pit) and bury the 
filled cow horns.  The vines and soil are 
given a feed to recharge and support 
them through the winter, and the cycle 
repeats once again!”              Continues Page 126
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A bountiful harvest of Pinot Gris!   Micah Toboi  has been part of the harvest team for many years.

Carl Thompson © 2016
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A wholesome organic crop ~ certified by BioGo New Zealand
Carl Thompson © 2016
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From  V in e yard  to  th e  Ta b l e

TOSQ produces four wines, made by Dan & Sarah-Kate Dineen 
and their team at the Maude Winery in Wanaka.  
“The Pinot Noir and Rose´ are grown on schist-based fine sandy 
loams on a small terrace that steps back towards the Pisa Range 
to the west of SH6, Cromwell/Wanaka road.    Pinot Gris and 
Flora are made from grapes grown on the stony gravels of our 
Roadside vineyard.

Flora is a little known variety not widely planted in New 
Zealand.   It is a varietal cross between Gewürztraminer and 
Semillon, developed at UC Davis in California in the 1930’s, 
initially as a component for sparkling wine.  It wasn’t in our 
planting plan.  A case of mis-identification by the nursery we 
initially sourced vines from meant that what we thought was a 
Pinot Gris clone turned out, with DNA testing three years down 
the track, to be Flora.  The nursery gave us replacement plants, 
but with Flora now established and fruiting well, we decided 
not to pull them out and planted the replacements alongside. 

Because we have only a small quantity, Flora has provided us 
with an opportunity for some wine-making exploration and 
adventure!  Over the last few years we have been making an 
amber-hued wine, fermenting the grapes on their skins, more in 
the manner of a red wine.  This is a very natural style of wine-
making, taking a cue from ancient times when grapes were 
fermented on their skins in clay amphora called ‘Quevri’,  
sealed and then buried in the ground to age at a cool, even 
temperature. 

Carl Thompson © 2016

Vanessa Robson (wine maker at Maude winery)  
Plunging the Flora grapes for TOSQ’s “Entwined” wine
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Our wonderful winemakers, Sarah-Kate Dineen and Vanessa 
Robson, have embraced the concept and cared for the wine as 
attentively as for a newborn baby!  We don’t use clay amphorae 
or bury them, as the temperature in the winery can be 
controlled, but we do foot-stomp the grapes and leave them to 
ferment on their skins in oak barrels, with no additions of any 
sort, just the indigenous yeasts going about their work. The 
wine picks up a wonderful orange colour from the skin of the 
grape, and the tannins help provide a natural preservative.  The 
wine is left to age in the barrel for much of the year before it is 
bottled unfined and unfiltered, with just a touch of sulphur 
added then to ensure its stability.  We call the wine ‘Entwined’.”

And the name TOSQ - is that your family’s initials?
“Yes, that’s it.  Thomo (Carl’s nickname,) Oscar, Sue and Quinn.  
When we started producing our own wine, we tried to find a 
unique name that was easy to remember and protect.   In the 
end we made one up! - and it seemed appropriate that it was 
centered on family.  The concept of connection extends out 
through so many aspects of our life and work.”

Carl and Sue Thompson
TOSQ WINES LIMITED

PO Box 802 Wanaka 9343, New Zealand
+(64) 021 204 4009

info@tosq.co.nz
http://www.tosq.co.nz

For more information on Biodynamics in New Zealand
http://www.biodynamic.org.nz Carl Thompson © 2016
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