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Orange Is The 
New White – 
Modern Pinot 
Gris

There are many stylistic 
decisions in the 

winemaking process. Some are 
fairly innocuous, but others 
can lead to huge changes in 
the character of a wine.  One 
of these choices involves a 
relatively new technique which 
results in something the experts 
have recently termed “orange 
wine”.

With red wine grapes there are 
some fairly traditional options:  
long skin contact to deliver 
a bold red wine; short skin 
contact to deliver a pink fruity 
rosé, or no skin contact which 
typically delivers a white wine 
– often termed a blanc de noir 
(or white from black) which 
is often used in champagne.  
Pinot Noir (a red wine grape) is 
one of the main constituents in 
traditional champagne.  All of 
this is driven by the amount of 
time post crushing that the fruit 
stays in contact with the skins.

The same process works for 
white wine grapes.  Little or no 

skin contact with crushed fruit 
leads to a typical white wine, 
however leave those skins 
in contact with the crushed 
fruit for a while and then... 
orange wine!  The juice picks 
up colour, tannin, astringency 
and a lot of flavour from those 
skins.

My first brush with orange 
wine was in our second 
vintage – 2006.  We had some 
wonderfully ripe pinot gris, and 
I was somewhat underwhelmed 
by my first vintage of pinot 
gris, so I decided to try 
something different and left 
the crushed fruit sitting on the 
skins overnight.  Well to my 
surprise, by morning the juice 
was bright pink, but tasted 
and smelled wonderful.  Even 
after fermenting the wine out 
and starting the clarification 
process the wine was still 
bright pink, but in all other 
aspects was greatly superior to 
my first attempt at pinot gris.  
“It’s too pink!” chimes in my 
better half.  Linda is the one 
who has to sell the wine, and 
she was mortified at the colour 
I had developed in that short 
time.  “Can’t you do anything 
about it?”.  Well the answer 
was, of course I can.  So I did 
my research, and a couple of 
bench trials and then carefully 
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stripped out all the pink 
colour.  The wine won a gold 
medal at an international wine 
competition.  The funny part 
though, when Linda was out 
marketing the wine later one of 
the restaurants noted how great 
it tasted, and how reminiscent 
it was of one of their favourite 
pinot gris’ except “it tastes a lot 
like it, but the other pinot gris 
has this beautiful pink colour 
reminiscent of a beautiful 
sunset.”

Ever since 2006 I have left 
my white wine grapes on their 
skins overnight to try and 
capture some of that goodness 
that lies within.  What I’ve 
observed over the years is that 
only in the warmest years are 
those colour pigments stable; 
in cooler years the pigments 
aren’t as stable and typically 
get filtered out during the 

clarification process.  The wine 
still tastes and smells amazing, 
but the colour can vary from 
golden, to orange with a hint 
of salmon, to full on pink – all 
depending on just how ripe 
the grapes were when picked.  
Other white wine grapes don’t 
necessarily have coloured skins 
like pinot gris, so typically 
result in more light orange then 
bright pink.

Well in the past couple of years 
the wine experts have come up 
with a term for products made 
using this technique – orange 
wine.  It’s fast becoming a new, 
trendy, modern way to make 
white wine, but here in BC 
some wineries have been doing 
it this way for over a decade 
(including Rocky Creek).

This past year (2016) had 
an early spring, a long, hot 

summer, and when I picked 
my pinot gris they had more 
colour then I had ever seen 
before.  As a result this year we 
have a pinot gris that puts most 
rosés to shame in the colour 
department.

So if you hear the term “orange 
wine” all it really means is the 
grape juice was left in contact 
with the crushed skins for a 
while to extract flavour and 

colour.  It’s basically a rosé 
but made from white wine 
grapes (rosés are always made 
from red wine grapes, which is 
different from blushes which 
are a blend of white and red 
wine).

Mark Holford Owner/
Winemaker at Rocky 
Creek Winery for the 
past 9 years


