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DESSERT WINE

& plckmgs

As interest,

investment and innovation in dessert wines increase

across Europe, Darrel Joseph examines their rarefied charms

ndarsiatad, yet seriously

Imprassive, could agually

describe the current

renalssancae in Europa‘s

greal desserl wines, or
indeed the wines themselvas.
Botrylised switl wings, such as
Humgary's Tokaj asxd, the luscions
Bearenausiese and
Trockenbeeranauslese styles from
Germany and Austria, and of course
Framce's Sautarnag, are gome of Lhe
most sought after, prestiglous and
expansive wines around.

Tokajl has arguably been the
dassart wina thal has exparianced
some of the most attention from
innovative winamakaers and eager
invastors. Produced in Hungary's
nartheastern Tokaj region for more than
five centuries, botrytised Tokaji aszd,
was once served in the royal and
imparial courts of Eurape. But during
Hungary's Communist rule, the quality
and reputation of the wine declined, as
it becama mainly produced lor the
sompwhal undemanding markets of the
Soviot Lnign.

Howaver since Gommunism's fall
just over a doecade ago, local
winamakers and several foreign
investors, have been pulling passion,
naw knowledge and plain, hard cash
into the Focal vingyards in ordor o
regtong the wing's lustrous imagse and
bring it 1o aven highar vels of quality,

*| think the first slage of
devalopment hiarg has béen
complated,” said innovative Tokaj
producear, lsbvan Szepsy. “Tokaji
steppad cut of devalopment altar
‘World War Two; and then, 10 years
ago, wo stepped back in. Those 10
yaars ware our childhood, Mow in the
naw Millganium, we are antering our
adult poricd = 8 new  CONSCIOUSNBSS:
mew standards, new compalitens.”
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Foreign investors oo, have baen
fuelling the Tokaji revival. These include
AdA, the French insurance group, with
Diszndkb; the Royal Tokajl Wine
Company, with British wine gurue Hugh
Johnaon as one of s Investors; the
German-based Degentald family, which

Alois Kracher, putting Austria on the map

reclaimed soma of its ancestral Tokajl
heritage by starting the Grdf Degenfeld
Winery: and mord recantly. the Fleky
winaey, which was foundod in 1998 by
German familias Walderdort and Pleil,
from Italy's Gral Pleil winery.

Mora than €110 milllon of foreign
investment has been poured into the
Tokaj region ovar the last 10 years, a
figura thatl Spepsy feals is only 10% of
whal is needed to restore further the
arpa’s wingries, collars and vineyards,

Meverthaloss, (ho progeess so far
has alfecied global quality, sales and
prices. A decadse ago, you could buy a
bottle of Tokali aszd in Hungary for
between €3 1o €10, Today, a 50c!
bottle of his Toka|l aszi & pullonyos
1988 is soid via specialist marchants
Tor argund €100 ratail,

*| have workad for & yaar 10 halg

build Isivdn SZepsy a5 a brand namag
here in London,” said Akos Forczek,
owner of Top Selection Intarnational,
an importer and distributor of Szepsy
wines in the UK and Eurcpe. "1 went
oul end sold hiz product, becavse |
batieve It is the best. And sormmeliers
frarm many top rastaurants have tasted
the winges and agree, Now they have
Szepsy wings on (heir Hsis.”

Other countrias, such as the LS,
Germany, Swilzerland and even France,
ara importing mone Tokaji. The
Diszndkd winery, lor example, expots
nearly 80% of its 5 and 6 pultonyos
aszl praduction, with the US getting a
signilicant portion. The Grdl Dagenfaid
Winery sends approximately 35% of its
production te Canada, Switzerland,
Fintand and Garmany, And Several
other wingrias like Szepsy, Qramus and
Flleky have buill, or are building,
axporl markets far thair Tokajis.

Some Tokaj wineries, such as Grdl
Degeniald, have had 10 Duild their
axport markets from nothing. s
managing partnar, Thomas Lindner,
said: *We are one of the faw major
winarles in Toka| that have starled from
seralch. Many companias, like Oramus
and Diszndkd, already have a
worldwide sales network from their
other wine activities.” On the ather
hand, having the natworks is not
enough; thera must be enough Tokajl
wina buyers in thoze markets.

Az wall as the harmonious balance
of fruit, acidity and sweatness from the
indigenous Hungarian varieties Furmint,
Hirsleveld and Zeta. as well as
Musgcat, il is the Bmiled quantity of
Tokaji which is part of its allure. For
example, Srepey produces around
15,000 botiles a yaar of his own labal
winas, and 60,000 to 70,000 bottles
for tha Kirdlyudvarr winary, which ha
co-agwns. Grdf Daegenfeld usually
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producas 50,000 to 70,000 bottlas,

*Toka] as & wine region has around
5,000ha of vineyards, 2,000 of which
ara of lop quality,® explained Lindner.
*By world standards, 2.000ha Is the
equivalant of one Californian estata!
Thern there’s the fact thal very special
climate conditions are neaded to get
botrytised grapes. Sweal wine Iz an
image wing, but ene that has a
sophigticated ollowing, Thise
Consumers want wines with individual
character and authenticity, and Tokaji
cartainly has that.®

Izaballe Waldardar!, co-owner of
tha Faloky winary, agreed that Tokali ia
a specislist wine; 5o specialist in fact,
nat shi is willing 10 wait savaral years
balore realising a profit, *“We started
cul an a small scale” she said, "in
1998, we began working with Zha of
wineyards, Today, we are working with
Sha. Bul keep in mind that we couldn™
sall gur first aszd until threa years aftar
the harvest, as Is required by the wine
lawi, 50 wa think it will take elght te 10
yoars bafore there's a profit.”

Austria: room for growth
AUSIa does aol have Soch regimented
fulas lor its bolrylised wing praduction,
Mevaringlgss, onfy amall amounts of
preamium sweel wines, mainly
Beerenausiese (BA), Ausbruch [similar
In style to a Tokaj aszd), Trocken-
besranausiesa [TBA} and ice wine, can
be produced, These account for around
1% of the country's average annual
wind production, but are attracting
much international attention,

While the Ausbruch wine produced
around the town of Rust, near lake
Meusiedlersea in Burgenland, is the
most traditional Austrian Botrytised
wine, 1he BA and TBA winas across the
lake, around the town of llimitz, ara
capturing wine lovers' imaginations.

One much awarded limitz
wingmakar canltributing signiticantly to
this dewvelopment, i5 Aleis Kracher, His
axolic TBA wines, such as the
Zwischen den Sean and Mouvalle
Vague ranges, ame exported worldwide,

On Krachars 15ha astate, B0% of
the wines are Swaal, with only 30% of
tham sold in Austria itsell. Most are
exported 1o the US, Wastarn Europe
and Asia, Despite Septamber 11th, the
UG i% showing strong enthusiasm for
thie wings, which have caughl thae
attentian of influantial wine Critics such

as Robert Parker.

“Evary winary needs the U5S*
Kracher observad, “The meadia thera is
o powarful, and with their help, swoet
wings are gatling stranger and strangar
in image and domand.”

Kracher believes thal with their
unlgue fruit-driven flavours and
character from varleties such as
Chardonnay, Welschriesling and
Traminaer, and their price strecture -
oltan betwaan 535 and 570 per baottie
= Austrian noble sweel wines still have
growih potential - he astimates arownd
20% in the US, and even Europa.

Germany: Riesling revival

The noble sweal wines from Garmany,
like thosa from Toka) and Austria, are
in & ¢lass of thelr own.
But parhaps what
digtinguighes them best
arg (he allributes of he
Rigsling grape.

“There is no olher
grape that produces
wines balanced with
ganarous acidity, lovaly
natural sugars and, here
in Garmany, low
alcohal,” said Jochan
Backar-Kdhn, axport
director al Rheingau's
Robart Weil astata. Ho
pointed oull that the
Garman climate, damper
that of Tokaj, Austria and Saulernes,
means that botrytisad grapas ara maora
of & rarity In Garmany.

The prices Tor these wine can be
high, with recent-vintage 75¢1 bottles
of Rigsling TBAS fram the Rheingau,
Mosel and Plalz regions retailing in
Germany lor between €100 to €400,
while 75¢1 Goldkapsel botiles from
Robert Weil can often command record
prices of ovar €2,000 at auction.

Tha growing interest wordwide in
Risgling means sales of botrytisad
wersions are predicted to fare well,
Beckar-Kdhn observed: *Right now
there is & stromg trend owands
Rigsling. And our Fobert Weil estate
wines are doing well In Asia and the US
as Amarlcan wine magazines do tasting
reports of sweet winas, and consumars
arg calching on to the wines as wall.”

But even in a tacrific vintage,
quantities arg éxtremaly limited. For
example, from the 2001 vintage, the
Bobart Wkl wingry was ahile to

their concentration and rarity
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produce & mereg 1,000 bottles of Ba,
1,000 battles of ice wine and 500
bottles of TBA.

“With top estate German noble
swaat winas, thare is always a demand
bocause thera 5 50 litthe of it,” stated
How Blair, purchasing director al UK
wing mgrchants, Justeérini & Brooks,
“The price is usually a secondary issue,
Galting it is the primary onel”

Elair is excited aboul Garmany's
2001 vintage as well. Ha obeerved: *i1
was a sansatlonal wintage In the
Mittelmosel (Mosel-Saar-Ruwar). And
greal Rieslings fram the Mosel are the
bea's kneas when it comas 10 giving
purity and pleasure,”

The 1987 vintage was anothar
axcellant one in the Mosel-Saar-Ruwer,
with top estates such
as JJ Prim and Fritz
Haag showing fine
wings and a haallhy
customar follawing.
Blair noted: “Whenaver
Ihare is 8 good vintage,
there will always be an
Imtarest.®

Sauternes: well
established

But what about interest
in the grande dame of
noble sweoet wines,
Savlerngs? “Qur
customers know what
they want, and Sauternes has a
definite following,® said Blalr. “Bul
thera does not seem 1o ba the inlerest
fthat there used to bae.”

Too iraditional for the wine lovers?
Mol the exciling and rich fruit flavours
like those coming out of Austria and
Takaj? Well, a 75| bottle of 1597
Chateau d™fquem, 1ho most lar.n::-us
Sautarnes producdr of them all, can be
had in the UK far around £195 (€305).
And thare are still devotess who are
paying it. Of coursa, with many Yquems
living wall over 15 years, and some
owvar 100, the price could be a bargain.

Whirher il is a5 much of 2 bargain
a%, say, a Szepsy Tokaji aszd 6
pultonyes or an Alois Kracher Nouvalla
Vague TBA remains 10 be sean.

But as Kracher observed: My
wines have been in the world market
for 10 years. Yguem has been thare for
hundrads. To become known as a raal
brand, you have to ba around for a
lang, long time,”
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Bolrylized grapes give win
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