


CANADA'S

BRAGGING RIGHTS

BY HOPE S. PHILBRICK antastic” and “absolutely
brilliant” is how Marc Bradshaw describes the basket press. The logic
behind his passion for this piece of equipment becomes clear as he
details the process of making icewine. As winemaker at

Pillitteri Estates Winery, which is located in Niagara-on-

the-Lake, Ontario, Canada and is the largest estate pro-

ducer of icewine in the world, Bradshaw knows icewine.
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WeTe dealing

with frozen

fruit, so crush-
ing and de-stemming doesn't
even come into it,” he says. Fro-
zen grapes go from field to press.
Pillitteri has two types of presses:
bladder and basket. The bladder
press is essentially a cylindri-
cal sieve inserted with a large
balloon; as the balloon inflates, it
presses grapes against the sieve
extracting juice. The basket press
is made of vertical wooden slats
and a hydraulic metal ram that
compresses the grapes down
into a “puck” squeezing out juice.

While Bradshaw says basket
press technology hails from “ye
olde times, he can use a forklift
to remove the puck, whereas
emptying the bladder press of
frozen grape remnants requires
a pickaxe. The basket press holds
less fruit per batch, but rotating
through batches is quick, effi-
cient and less physically demand-
ing. “We can achieve more with
these units;” he says of the basket
presses. Maximizing productiv-
ity is crucial in any business, but
factor in the fact that icewine
production takes place late at
night in cold weather, and it
seems even more important.
Icewine is, as the name

implies, produced from frozen
grapes — specifically grapes
frozen on the vine by nature (not
tossed into a freezer). It's the
water in the fruit that freezes,
so the juice extracted is highly
concentrated and very sweet.
Icewine was first made in 1794
in Franconia, Germany (where
it’s called eiswein). But Canadas
climate is more consistent than
Germany's — the Niagara Penin-
sula in particular has very reliable
winter freezes and today boasts
over 70 wineries in 10 different
sub-appellations — so Canada
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has become the world leader of
icewine since bursting onto the
scene about 25 years ago.

“WeTe the only country that
can consistently produce quality
icewine every year; says Gabriela
Butera-Fuccillo, marketing and
media relations manager, Pil-

e[T'SAMATTER OF WHAT WILL

SURVIVE

- Marc Bradshaw

litteri Estates Winery. “Icewine

is really the main driving force
of the wine industry here in
Canada. I think it would be fair
to say that Canada as a whole
put icewine on the global map.”

Icewine production in Canada
is regulated by the Vintners

Quality Alliance or VQA. To
obtain VQA approval for icewine,
the sugar in the grapes must
measure 35 brix. Grapes cannot
be artificially frozen and, more
to the point, must have been at
a maximum temperature of -8°
Celsius (17.6° Fahrenheit) for at
least 70 hours. In addition, grape
harvest must begin after Novem-
ber 15. The single word ‘icewine’
is protected; other countries can
use it as long as the producers
meet certain criteria. Tce Wine'
is a loophole some step through
since the two-word spelling is not
subject to the same regulations.
Icewine is difficult to cre-
ate. Consider that northern
hemisphere wine grapes are
typically harvested in September
or October. While they linger
on the vine waiting for a deep
frost, icewine grapes must be
guarded against temperatures
that are too extreme as well as
against birds and other hungry
critters. Nets can deter theft,
but the fruit is also shrinking
from dehydration. “Dehydration
is nice for the winemaker; says
Ken Hernder, retail and hospital-
ity manager, Konzelmann Estate
Winery, “but not for the farmer”
Designating any portion of a
wine grape crop for icewine is a
risk at best. “Say I was to harvest
anormal acre of grapes: the
yield would be about 2.5 tons;
says Hernder. “When I harvest
it strictly for icewine, it's maybe
half a ton. That's how much has
dehydrated, so right away I've
got to start recovering my costs.”
What's more, each frozen grape
yields less juice. Conventional
wisdom is that you need seven
times more grapes to produce
an equivalent liquid volume of
icewine compared to tablewine.
For these reasons, icewine can
be pricey.



How does a farmer decide
which grapes to gamble on?
Thick-skinned and winter hardy,
Vidal and Riesling are the safest
bet and, therefore, the most
common varietals of icewine.
But theoretically, icewine could
be made out of any varietal. “It's
a matter of what will survive,
says Bradshaw. “Something like
Chardonnay, which we are doing
this year for the first time in a
bloody long time, is so fickle;
says Bradshaw. “The chances of
it surviving through up to winter
are not exactly the best. We were
lucky this year; we got away with
it. But it’s really a prediction. So
when weTe still in the grow-
ing season, we have to look at
the fruit, go through the vines
and see if we think it's going to
survive. If we see the fruit's not
going to hold, we'll take it for
table wine. It's that simple”

Except when it’s not. Wine-
makers itching to express cre-
ativity as well as producers eager
to deliver a unique product to
the marketplace will take risks.
Last year, Pillitteri gambled on
some Semillon, and it paid off:
In January 2008, the winery
became the first to release Cana-
dian Semillon icewine.

Harvesting icewine is, in a
word, “insane;” says Bradshaw.
“It's hard. It's really cold. It's
night.” Traditionally icewine was
handpicked. Machines are a
positive change since, as Hernder
points out, “It's tough to wake up
people at four in the morning”

Harvested grapes are rushed
to the presses. The first squeeze
yields the sweetest juice. Second
and third pressings — typically
done after the fruit has thawed
somewhat — usually have lower
sugar levels. “If it falls short [of
35 brix], it drops right down
to ‘special select late harvest;”

says Hernder. Stepping down
in the hierarchy from most to
least sugar content is ‘select late
harvest’ then ‘late harvest.
Once the juice is collected,
its temperature must be slowly
brought up before the yeast is
added to start fermentation.
Bradshaw says the 300,000-liter

K

-

capacity steel tankards at Pellit-
teri are “absolutely brilliant,” be-
cause they have a heating jacket
near the bottom and a cooling
jacket near the top which means
he “can really maintain that ideal
temperature for fermentation

to proceed through?” During

this critical process, Bradshaw

does constant monitoring. After
fermentation, icewine can be
aged in oak barrels. But Pillitteri
icewines remain in steel during
the six- to 12-month maturation
process, then are clarified and
filtered before bottling.

What are the hallmarks of a
great icewine? “To be honest, it’s
like any wine;” says Bradshaw.
“Whatever you like. But for
me personally, I try to keep my
icewines lean with good acidity,
bright and crisp”

Icewines range from light to
syrupy with fruit notes varying
by varietal, winemaking tech-
nique, terroir and other factors.
Icewine can be enjoyed with food
(typically dessert, although some
Canadians swear it's best with
foie gras) or sipped on its own.

“When you hit the balance
between the sweet and the
acidity that's the art to it; says
Hernder. And our neighbors
to the north hit the right note.
“We've got the bragging rights:
No one produces better or more
icewine than Canada.’

Learn more about icewine
and Ontario’s wine industry
by visiting the wineries of the
Niagara Peninsula. Wineries
welcome guests year-round, but
visit in January to take part in the
annual Niagara Icewine Festival.
For more information visit www.
tourismniagara.com. %
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