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ROYAL
EASTER SHOW

Three trophies - Champion Chardonnay, Champion Wine Of The Show – 
plus winemaker of the year, all went to Brightwater Vineyards of Nelson. 
Neil Hodgson looks at this small company that has turned heads and 
highlighted the Nelson winegrowing region.

CHAMPIONS
E very wine grower knows 

that owning your own 
vineyard sounds roman-
tic but the reality is quite 

different. 
The image of lush green vines, 

rustic outdoor furniture, sipping a 
glass of your own wine on a balmy 
summers evening and having peo-
ple beating a track to your door to 
buy just a few of those precious 
bottles you produce, may be the 
image but the reality is about 180 
degrees in the opposite direc-
tion. Behind the romantic image 
is nothing but hard work, long 
days and dogged perseverance. 
A lot of sound business planning 

also helps along with a few spare 
dollars. 

Many people start out in the 
wine industry growing grapes and 
selling them to existing wineries. 
Two such people in Nelson, Gary 
and Valley Neale, established 
Brightwater Vineyards in 1993. 
The huge amount of research and 
planning they did paid off when 
they sold all of their first few crops 
to one winery. As their production 
increased they were able to supply 
others in the industry before stage 
two of the business plan kicked in, 
launching their own label.

The secret behind selling 
their first crops was having the 
right clones of the right varie-
ties, grown to a high standard 

and delivered to the winery in 
pristine condition. Gary and Val-
ley managed to achieve all of this 
while they were working in other 
jobs (Gary) and raising two tod-
dlers (Valley). They were smart 
enough to know they had to listen 
to people, to be sponges and soak 
up as much knowledge about the 
whole industry (not just grow-
ing grapes) as they could before 
launching their own brand. 

With successful production 
under way and being happy with 
the wines they were producing 
the next step was moving into 
the export market and their UK 
distributor wanted them to enter 
wine competitions, something 
they had resisted for a number of 
years. Show success was almost 

immediate and the absolute dedi-
cation to producing a product of 
consistently high quality means 
in the last six years their Sauvi-
gnon Blanc has won gold medals 
every year and their Riesling has 
been awarded not only six gold’s 
in the same time frame but three 
trophies as well.

This consistency in quality has 
been the key factor in them being 
able to maintain their price points 
in various export markets; they 
haven’t had to discount their prod-
ucts and they sell everything they 
make. When other wineries were 
introducing second tier labels in 
order to clear stock, Brightwater 
Vineyards introduced their upper 
tier Lord Rutherford range of 
wines. 

The romantic image of vine-
yard ownership may still be a 
dream but Gary and Valley Neale 
have built a great business based 
on quality consumers can consist-
ently rely on. 
neil@hodgson.net.nz !

The Winning 
Team. From left, 
Winemaker of 
the year Tony 
Southgate, 
viticulturist Dale 
Springer and 
Brightwater 
Vineyard owners 
Valley and Gary 
Neale.


