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On the South Island of New Zealand,
ust about anything grows—and a group of inspired
chefs and winemakers are turning the
fruit of the land into a distinctive national
cuisine. Kevin West digs in.
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- [twas gellin

on towar
sunset at
Annandale, a
1,000-acre
sheep and
cattle farm
turned luxury
lodge on the
Banks
Peninsula,

a slightly flattened asterisk of land southeast of
Christchurch, New Zealand. The light had turned
rich and golden, and the twin newborn lambs
dozing on the gravel road glowed like movie
idols. Annandale’s director of hospitality, Callum
Farnell. slowed the SUV to a crawl until they got
the picture. They wobbled to their feet and then,
all of a sudden alert and quick, dashed away,
their legs clacking like a marionette’s.

“The trip today takes a little longer be-
cause we're in lambing season, and they have
the right of way,” Farnell said as he resumed
the 35-minute drive from the property en-
trance to the restored 19th-century Shepherd’s
Cottage, where I'd be spending the night. “This is
New Zealand.”

Annandale dates to the heroic age of sheep
farming, and the current owner, a rich Kiwi
who made his fortune in the U.S. in real estate
development, has kept the property’s original
gravel roads to “maintain the farm character,”
Farnell told me. But he also laid fiber-optic ca-
bles for high-speed Internet and spent untold
sums on every other amenity that would foster
Annandale’s atmosphere of privileged isolation.
The Shepherd’s Cottage, which really was a hired
man's house in the day, is the most “primitive” of
the property’s four lodgings, although its resto-
ration using farm-cut macrocarpa wood achieves
aresult that is rustic only by Annandale stan-
dards. Two additional villas—a modern glass pa-
vilion and a low-slung cedar beach house—sit
on private coves that shelter rare Hector’s dol-
phins and offer views of an offshore aquacul-
ture farm where Annandale gets its green-lipped
mussels. The main house, the Homestead, is
surrounded by gorgeous vegetable gardens. Most
of what Annandale guests eat comes from the
property or has been sourced locally—a distinct
advantage thanks to the South Island’s rich
agricultural history.

Farnell got me to the cottage as the sun
dropped below the horizon. He went inside to
light the fire, and I stayed out to study how the
raw land dropped with tectonic grandeur into
the ocean’s void, a landscape that reminded
me of Scotland’s Outer Hebrides or the wild-
est stretches of California’s Central Coast. A
minute later he called me in to explain that the
fridge had been stocked with the fixings fora
three-course dinner: seared scallops on an herb
salad garnished with edible flowers, a braised
saddle of farm-raised beef with roasted root
vegetables from the garden, chocolate mousse.
(A printed card gave instructions for how to
heat and assemble the ingredients.) Then he
left me alone for an evening of fireside rusticity
and Spotify. The next morning, after crumpets
with homemade jam—Kiwis put up exceptional
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preserves—I walked the pastures to count sheep
and returned for a soak in the outdoor tub before
Farnell came to collect me at midday. He was the
only person I'd seen since he dropped me off.
“What we market is the history and romance
of being in the middle of a working farm,” Farnell
told me. “It’s the quintessential New Zealand
farm experience. But I tell people that it's rustic
and definitely not for everyone.”
It was, however, definitely for me. Guest
rating; awesome. And all the more so because
of Annandale’s ardent farm-to-table pro-
gram. Whereas a decade ago in New Zealand I
might have encountered mostly

'r; European-leaning «pesort-fancy”
Detl‘l"ls cooking, Annandale’s gimple, -
"’:t:?x%:ns't honest, and intensely local V::I:zk-
Wineriess' perfectly set the tone fora e
wdmore,  long trip to investigate the distin:
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0us portion, Auckland, on the North Island, 1sd
e country’s fine-dining hub, but Sm‘n‘h lsl;ln
Sarguably the origin of a national cuisine. .yh
“isurely route south from Christchurch, whic
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acharmingly
scruffy clapboard
building in the
fishing village of
Moeraki, the dining
room walls are
covered with
guests' graffiti.

is still recovering from a massive earthquake in
2011, to Queenstown in the Southern Alps, took
me through a world of dramatic scenery, past
multiple vineyards, olive groves, stone-fruit or-
chards, and a grazing hinterland that supplies
much of the country’s world-famous lamb and
venison. With this agricultural wealth as its un-
derpinning, modern Kiwi cuisine builds on 19th-
century Anglo-Irish cookery and enlarges the
traditional pantry with ingredients from Europe
(olive oil, truffles, saffron), Asia (coconut milk
and lemongrass), and even Latin America (chiles
and avocados), much of which the country now
grows itself. The distinctive food and wine cul-
ture I found is vibrant—at once deeply rooted
and globally attuned—and unexpectedly provid-
ed a glimpse of how the country has been shaped
equally by its isolation and its transoceanic ties.

n the past couple of years, the local-
seasonal-organic food movement has
come of age, some 50 years after being
hatched by a colorful, brilliant, can-
tankerous, dotty woman named Fleur
Sullivan, who at 77 is the spiritual god-
mother of South Island cooking, some-
thing like the Alice Waters of New
Zealand. I met her at Fleurs Place, her seafood
restaurant in Moeraki, a minuscule fishing port
about 4% hours’ drive south from Annandale.
Fleurs Place is a banged-together fish shack on a
jetty, and it is unique in the world. International
tourists flock here despite the remote loca-
tion, some of them arriving by helicopter from
Queenstown, Dunedin, or Christchurch. (Sullivan
recently hired a Chinese-speaking reservationist
to help with that key segment of her clientele.)

It’s difficult to put your finger on what makes
Fleurs Place such a draw. There’s the setting,
of course, and the spectacular simplicity of the
menu, which includes vast platters of local fish
with unfamiliar names (moki, tarakihi), stews of
green-lipped mussels and bright yellow scallops,
old-fashioned preparations like potted eel, and
nowhere-else ingredients such as muttonbird,
awild seabird. The eccentric dining room could
be a hermit’s cottage, except that the wallboards
are graffitied up to about eight feet high with sig-
natures, drawings, notes, and love letters left
by guests. From its food and décor to the music
played by a local guitarist during lunch, every-
thing about Fleurs Place has an air of improvi-
sational genius. People come because there's no
other place like it. Which is really another way to
say that Sullivan herself is one of a kind.

“When I came to Moeraki fifteen years ago,
I didn’t mean to make another restaurant,” she
told me after lunch. She (Continued on page 100)
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(New Zealand, continued from page 87)
backtracked to explain that she had
already sold Olivers—the restau-
rant that helped make her name—
in the former mining town of Clyde,
an hour from Queenstown, and had
come to Moeraki to recover from
chemotherapy. Out on a fisher-
man’s boat one day, she watched the
crew toss overboard the scraps from
cleaned fish, and she lamented the
waste of good bones.

“I thought, ‘I could make fish stock
with that,”” Sullivan recalled from
behind thick black glasses that con-
trasted stylishly with her shag of white
hair. “I've always done food of the re-
gion. That’s been my claim to fame.”
She started selling fish chowder out of
a trailer—New Zealand’s original food
truck—and success sort of backed her
into doing a restaurant. She claims
that it doesn’t actually have a name.

“I never opened it officially, so
I never named it,” she said with an
air that suggested she might still get
around to it if only she could catch
a spare minute. “The local people
would ask, ‘When will Fleur’s place
be open?’ I'm thirteen years into the
soft opening.”

Sullivan’s influence ricocheted
down through the years and landed,
most notably, at Roots, a tiny spot in
Lyttelton run by young Chilean chef
Giulio Sturla and his American wife,
Christy. I had stopped for lunch on
my way to Annandale because I'd read
that Roots had recently been named
New Zealand’s Restaurant of the Year.
The bare-bones dining room was
like the culmination of Sullivan’s lo-
cavore journey, but certain culinary
markers—of René Redzepi’s height-
ened sensibilities, of Sturla’s global
vision—pointed toward a new desti-
nation. On the day I visited, an Asian-y
whiff lingered around the menu, as if
Sturla had recently come back from
Tokyo or Seoul with a suitcase full
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of ingredients; more recent menus
lay a Latin foundation of tacos and
ceviches. My five-course lunch, all
served on hand-thrown pottery, in-
cluded hapuku fish in foamy saffron
broth, pumpkin gnocchi splashed with
dashi, pork rillettes flecked with black
darlic, and foraged greens sprout-

ing from every dish, including des-
sert. I had all local wines, of course.
The meal perfectly caught the spirit
of modern cooking right now—I al-
most could have been back home in
Los Angeles.

After my meal at Fleurs Place, |
turned inland from the coast and
drove through the high grazing coun-
try of Central Otago to Clyde, where
Sullivan had found her culinary voice.
The region is vaguely analogous to the
American West—wide open, sparsely
populated, rugged, beautiful, histori-
cally shaped by ranching life—and
the four-season climate favors stone
fruit of every description, berries,
apples, nuts, and grapes. The origi-
nal homesteaders survived on what-
ever they could raise or hunt, and
when Sullivan moved to Clyde in 1977,
the local fare was boringly straight-
forward—everything was served with
fries and coleslaw. What she knew
about restaurants was the French
cooking she had learned in the go-go
days of 1970s Queenstown. Somehow
out of this combination of influenc-
es she invented a rabbit, venison, and
pickled-walnut pie at Olivers. It was a
turning point because it ignored the
rules of fancy restaurant cooking—
everything imported was better, espe-
cially if from France—in favor of
the homegrown, the seasonal, the lo-
cally sourced.

Olivers today is less tumbledown
than in Sullivan’s time, thanks to in-
vestment from the new owners, a
second-career New Zealand cou-
ple. But the food, by chef Michael
Coughlin, still bears the stamp of the
region: duck-liver paté with a jelly
of crab apple and quince, roast lamb
rump with ratatouille jam. The wine
list demonstrated the range of Central
Otago’s cool-climate vineyards, which
produce refined bubblies, aromatic
whites, and elegant Pinot Noirs,

The next morning over hreak-
fast, Olivers owner David Ritchie ex-
plained that many of Central Otago’s

ambitious restaurants popped up to
serve winery visitors. It’s the same
food-follows-wine story that accounts
for the density of serious chefs in
places like California’s Napa Valley
and Mendoza, Argentina. Central
Otago’s wine industry might still lag
behind Marlborough’s, but it is mak-
ing strides thanks in part to a boost
in foreign capital. Ritchie said that
wealthy Americans now own or co-
own several vineyards and lodges—
“multimillionaires from New York
and elsewhere who have built their
bolt-holes in New Zealand.”

An hour up the road from Clyde
into a high-altitude subregion called
Gibbston, Amisfield winery illustrated
Ritchie’s point about foreign money.
Expanded in 2011 with help from an
American investor, Amisfield occupies
a high-style minimalist building with
abusy “cellar door,” or tasting room,
and a notable restaurant, Amisfield
Bistro. Chef Vaughan Mabee’s kitchen
sent out robust, photogenic food, such
as a whole roasted cauliflower served
on a board like a haunch of venison
and actual venison baked into a pate
brisée garnished with South Island
black truffles. Amisfield Bistro was ex-
pensive and glamorous, a setting for
the Queenstown Beautiful People to
show themselves when they're bored
with heli-skiing.

Despite the jet-set atmosphere,
Ilearned at the cellar door that only
tiny quantities of Amisfield’s Pinot
Noirs and dry Rieslings ever make
the trip to the U.S.—a fact that holds
true of most South Island wines, oth-
er than the large-scale commercial
Sauvignon Blanes produced at the
very northern tip.

“We're too small,” explained the
tasting-room attendant, a gruffly
charming Kiwi. “Here at Amisfield,
we make twenty-five to thirty thou-
sand cases total. If you make a hun-
dred thousand cases, you can chunk
itaround the world. We could ship
our entire production to the U.S. and
you still couldn't find it in the shops.
What's the point? We'd rather keep it
and drink it.”

Wine making in the Gibbston
Valley began in the 1980s, when a few
hobbyists broke away from the Anglo
beer-and-whiskey habit to make wine
for Queenstown tourists. It was a



curiosity then—plonk, really. But by
the mid 1990s, the growers had beg{m
to map the area’s mineral-rich soils
and understand that the low-humidity
climate made organic production avi-
able option. Plonk gradually gave way
to quality. The fact that Central Otago
winemakers were not trying to make
opulent “international-style” wines to
appeal to the mighty American critic
Robert Parker gave them permission
to root deeply into the local terroir.
This was explained to me by
Gibbston Valley wine-making legend
Grant Taylor, whose Valli Pinot Noirs
have twice won world’s-best awards.
“We're not trying to make trendy
wines,” Taylor said. “Pretty much ev-
eryone down here wants to make
wines that express the place, wines
that show where they come from.”
Perhaps nowhere else in the world
does “sense of place” come with such
a beautiful setting as at Rippon, in
Wanaka, another lakeside town that
serves as a jumping-off point for the
Southern Alps. The winery was estab-
lished in 1975 by Rolfe and Lois Mills,
parents of the current winemalker,
and its 136 acres are farmed accord-
ing to biodynamic principles that
combine rigorous organic-farming
methods with more esoteric ideas.

“Biodynamics is this beautiful the-
ory,” explained cellar-door attendant
Jack Pickering, “that says the land is
a living, breathing organism that pul-
sates and takes energy from the stars
and the planets, and everything you do
has to respond to that energy.”

He talked about how the glass of
high-end Tinker’s Field Pinot Noir in
front of us came from vines grown on
their own roots. How they were culti-
vated with no fertilizers and no pesti-
cides and how the grapes were picked

by hand. How Rippon, whenever pos-
sible, doesn’t filter or fine its wines.
Whatever one makes of all that, the
resulting wine tasted as elemental as
water and left me with an elated feel-
ing of rootedness and well-being.
Maybe it was just the giddy scenery.
At the very least, Rippon’s idealis-

tic approach was the diametrical op-
posite of mass-scale production. The
wines are essentially unobtainable in
the States.

At that point in my week on the
South Island, I had only one real ques-
tion left, the most basic one; How,
especially given its dismal postwar
starting point, had the food culture
evolved as it had? Grant Taylor laugh-
ingly told me that while he was grow-
ing up, in the 1960s, the food in New
Zealand “was as bad as anything you
got in England.” He put the improve-
ment down to two facts: an influx of
global tourists and the “overseas ex-
perience,” a Wanderjahr taken by most
young Kiwis. They return home in-
oculated with ideas from abroad. The
interesting twist is that rather than
simply import French or Italian or
Japanese influences, younger genera-
tions of chefs have been inspired to
look inward for their culinary iden-
tity. Grant’s friend Jeremaia Fisk, a
wilderness guide who at the time was
managing Kinross Cottages near Valli,
put it best.

“Kiwis were always trying to be
someone else,” he told me over a glass
of wine at the Kinross wine bar, “but
now they want to be themselves.”

A couple of days later, I was back
near the Banks Peninsula for drinks
and dinner with Miles Refo, co-owner
with his partner, Hall Cannon, of
Otahuna Lodge. In Otahuna’s paneled
entrance hall, meticulously restored
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since the earthquake, Refo picked up
on Fisk’s theme unprompted. He said
that New Zealand is not a manufactur-
ing country, so almost all its consum-
er goods have to be imported. But food
is the economy’s strength and, being
self-produced, has been a ready medi-
um for Kiwi identity, stretching equal-
ly into the country’s past and outward
toward the world.

As Refo and I talked, Otahuna

chef Jimmy McIntyre laid out salumi
made from the estate’s heritage Wes-
sex Saddleback pigs, pickled pears,
and zucchini relish from the garden.
Dinner included crayfish and ware-
hou from nearby waters, winter veg-
etables and mushrooms from the
property, and duck raised by a woman
down the road. Even the saffron was
locally grown. There were also the
by-now-familiar touches of the an-
tipodean exotic: chipotles, avocados,
coconut milk.

“I first started cooking French
food—frog’s legs and snails and ter-
rines,” McIntyre told me the next
morning as we chatted about his 37
years in New Zealand kitchens. “In the
late seventies there wasn’t much else.
But Kiwis traveled and gleaned knowl-
edge and came back with ideas for
what we can do here. The change has
been phenomenal.”

It occurred to me at some point
later that what I most relished about
my gastro-tour of the South Island
was that I got to eat food and drink
wine that, in fact, I couldn’t get at
home, which was a startling notion,
because I thought you could get any-
thing in Los Angeles. The idea of inac-
cessibility was heartening, akin to the
notion that if you want to see the best
Velazquez paintings, you have to go
to Madrid. Not everyone would both-
er, but if you care about such things,
there’s no alternative. The unique par-
ticularity of a single place, its cultural
terroir, can sometimes defy the ho-
mogenizing logic of 21st-century glo-
balization, the flat-world economy.

New Zealand’s South Island re-
minded me that the world is, in fact,
still round, and if you want to drink
Rippon in the Southern Alps or eat
blue cod at Fleurs Place in Moeraki,
you still have to fly halfway around it
to get there. And that, in and of itself, is
a fine argument for making the trip. m



