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This month in the Grape Vine we introduce you to the wines of Germany.  The land of Oktoberfest 
and beer, believe it or not, has been making great wines centuries!  We’ll also reveal in this issue our 
first-ever buying guide.  In it we’ll give you a list of the wineries and the wines I have recommended in 
this publication and from previous tastings.  Also within is an article on the ABC’s of wine tasting.  
Lastly, the final vine-cuttings of 2002 include two outstanding wines at down-to-Earth prices.  
 

On a different note, I recently read a survey by the Society of Wine Educators.  In it there were several 
questions that stood out for me.  One question in the survey was, “What is the greatest barrier to 
increased wine consumption?”  The number-one answer, at 43%, was “elitism.”  Sounds like the point 
of an article I wrote last month on the wine elite! 
 

Another question was, “What can wine educators do to make wine an integral part of American 
culture?”  The top answer was “de-mystify wine” at 73% and the second was “increase wine 
education.”   
 

There was a footnote with this question and it said, “It can be interpreted that the two answers [de-
mystify wine and increase wine education] work together as a solution.  Most surveyed thought that 
educators/communicators should 

• make wine less complicated, 
• promote the healthy side of wine such as pairing it with food, 
• break down the myths that wine is a beverage only for the rich and famous, 
• help individuals develop taste at a young age, 
• make wine more readily available. 

 

Very interesting!  Sounds like what we’ve talked about here at the Grape Vine. 
 

I read another article recently that sounded eerily similar to something I’ve said before.  I will 
paraphrase the point of the article:  “One of the most valuable skills you can acquire is learning to read 
wine labels.”  The article goes on to state that you should be a shrewd, discriminating reader of wine 
labels.  With experience, you should be able to identify the “fluff” on a wine label from the stuff that 
really matters.  Sound familiar?? 
 

Wine 101 – Where grapes are grown and wines are made 
 

Germany  
 

The average person associates Germany with beer.  But its wine history goes back many years.  The 
bulk of the wineries are located in the western part of Germany.  Traditionally, the most famous 
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German wines are white wines, made from the Riesling grape.  Lately, the Germans have branched out 
and have been making decent red wines from red grapes like Pinot Noir (known as Spätburgunder in 
Germany).  Germany is unique in that it is the northernmost country in the world growing red wine 
grapes.  It also produces interesting white wines made from lesser-known, local white grapes like 
Müller-Thurgau, Silvaner, or Scheurebe grapes.   
 

German Rieslings are often overlooked because they tend to have more fruit flavor and sweetness than 
other white wines.  In many parts of the world, sweetness in wine is unfairly associated with cheap, 
poor-quality wine (think Boone’s Farm).  Don’t be fooled.  Quality German Riesling may have some 
sweetness but along with that it can be silky-smooth, seductive, and flexible enough to be served with 
or without food.  If you think about it, the oaky flavor of Chardonnay gives off a degree of sweetness 
(caramel and wood flavors), but the public does not perceive (or realize) Chardonnay as being sweet.  
Next time you have an oaky Chardonnay, see if you pick up on this. 
  
Back to Germany.  As I mentioned, it is known predominately as a white wine country.  And the most 
famous of all German white wines are made from the white grape, Riesling.  It can be made in no less 
than six styles, from bone dry to elegantly fruity, but nearly all of them are low alcohol (yahoo!).  The 
grape is listed on German wine labels, but the rest of the text on the label is also in German, so you 
have to know a bit more when it comes to German wines, compared to American wines.    
 
German Wine (mainly Riesling) Styles: 
If the label says Qualitatswein bestimmter Anbaugebiet (QbA) or just Qualitatswein, think above-
average table wine.  It can be quite good or very average.  This is lowest level of wine quality you will 
see exported from Germany. 
 

If the label says Qualitatswein mit Pradikat or QmP, you are in the quality wine range.  Within this 
category there are several levels of fruit sweetness (the lowest level being Kabinett to the highest level, 
Eiswein): 
 

Kabinett – translates to “gently sweet.”  Very subtle and elegant.  Great with food. 
Spätlese – translates as “late harvest.”  More obvious fruit but very balanced.  Also good with food.  
Auslese – even later-harvest grapes are picked and made into potentially austere and impressive wines. 
Beerenauslese (BA) – hand-picked bunches of shriveled grapes affected by botrytis (“noble rot”) that 
are made into complex, long-lasting dessert wines. 
Trockenbeerenauslese (TBA) – individually selected botrytis-affected grapes made into seductively 
sweet dessert wine.   
Eiswein – literally means “ice wine.” Frozen grapes are pressed to make a superb nectar that is as 
impressive as it is expensive. 
 

Kabinett, Spätlese, and Auslese are wines that are widely available and can range in cost from $10 to 
$30.  They can be matched with almost any Asian cuisine.  The others are made in lesser quantities and 
therefore harder to find and more expensive.  Also, BA, TBA, and Eiswein wines are not to be 
consumed by the glass full.  A small amount of these wines, as an aperitif or after dinner, is an ideal 
way to enjoy their elegance. 
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You may also see the word “trocken” (dry in German) or “halbtrocken” (half-dry in German).  These 
wines are substantially drier and have higher alcohol content than Kabinett wines.  I would definitely 
recommend food with these wines. 
 

In terms of geography, nearly all the wine regions in Germany are near river valleys in the western 
part of the country, where it borders Belgium and France.  You will notice below I’ve listed the 
traditional grape next to its German equivalent in parenthesis.  It also helps to know the wine regions 
of Germany.   
 

Germany’s main grape wine growing regions: 
 

• Mosel-Saar-Ruwer – This wine region encompasses three steep river valleys.  Known for white 
wines made from the Riesling or Müller-Thurgau grapes.  German sparkling wines are also made 
in the Mosel.  German sparkling wine is known as “Sekt” and can be quite good and more 
affordable than French Champagne. 

 

• Rheingau – Named for its proximity to the Rhein river.  Known for white wines made from the 
Riesling, Silvaner, or Pinot Blanc (Weissburgunder in German) grapes.  Red wines are made 
from the Pinot Noir (Spätburgunder) grape. 

 

• Rheinhessen – Another wine region near the Rhein river.  Known for its white wines made from 
the Riesling, Müller-Thurgau, Scheurebe, or Silvaner grapes.  This region also produces red wines 
from the Pinot Noir (Spätburgunder) grape or the local Portugueiser grape.   

 

• Mittelrhein – Literally means “middle of the Rhein.”  Known for its white wines made from the 
Riesling, Scheurebe, or Pinot Gris (Grauburgunder) grapes.   

 

• Nahe – Known for white wines made from the Riesling, Traminer (short for Gewürztraminer), 
or Pinot Gris (Grauburgunder) grapes. 

 

• Pfalz – Known for white wines made from the Riesling, Pinot Blanc (Weissburgunder), or 
Chardonnay grapes and red wines made from the Pinot Noir (Spätburgunder) grape.     

 

• Ahr – Germany’s main red wine region, producing wines from the Pinot Noir (Spätburgunder) 
grape or the local Portugueiser grape.   

 

Wine 102:  The Language of Wine Tasting 
 

How do you put into words what you see, smell, and taste in wine?  The language of describing wine 
can be intimidating.  It doesn’t have it to be!  As a matter of fact, it can be fun.  Let’s look at some 
simple ways to help you understand wine better.  In other words, let’s break down the wine-tasting 
process. 
 

The most important thing you can do when tasting wine is slow down and pay attention to its color, 
smell, and taste.  The next most important thing is to take notes.  If you really want to know the 
differences between different types of wine, you need a mechanism to compare, and taking notes will 
do this, not to mention help you remember the characteristics of the earlier wines you tasted.  At the 
end of the day, you are your own best judge of wine quality and what better to rely on than your 
own handwritten notes. 
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Lastly, you should get in the practice of “spitting.”  First of all, you do not have to swallow wine to 
fully describe its attributes.  If you keep the wine in your mouth without swallowing for 10 to 30 
seconds, you will be able to taste and assess it thoroughly.  Secondly, who wants to worry about the 
effects of alcohol?  Spitting is such a common practice at wine tastings and winery tours that no one 
thinks anything of it.  If you have your heart set on swallowing, make sure you pace yourself, drink 
plenty of water, eat some food, and arrange a designated driver just in case.     
 

The Look and Color of Wine 
Describing the look of a wine is rather simple.  It is white or red?  Does it have bubbles, like a sparkling 
wine?  Does it look to be dense or is the color rather pale?  What can the color of a wine tell you 
about it?  Here are a few simple guidelines. 
 

Other than red or white, wine comes in many shades like yellow, gold, pink, ruby, or purple.  Among 
white wines, a young, fresh, white wine will generally have a pale, almost colorless look.  An oak-aged 
white wine, or one with age, will usually display more of a yellow or gold hue.  The delicate 
effervescence of a bubbly white wine is a shoe-in for a sparkling wine like Champagne.  Rosé wines 
will have that tell-tale pink color.  A sweet dessert wine made from white grapes will almost always 
have a golden or brownish color. 
 

Among red wines, color is a little more complicated.  A light-bodied red wine, like Pinot Noir or 
Beaujolais, will often display a ruby-red or purple color.  A concentrated red wine, like Bordeaux, will 
display a blackish-red color.  Older red wines can take on a brownish or orange tint.  A sweet dessert 
wine made from red grapes will usually have a dense, dark-purple look.   
 

Lastly, you should get in the habit of swirling your wine.  It really stirs up the aroma of a wine.  With 
the base of the wine glass on a flat surface, hold the glass by the stem and try swirling the wine until 
the wine climbs nearly to the rim.  As the wine settles back into the bottom of the glass you should 
notice a transparent film on the inside of the glass, falling slowly down the sides.  These are known as 
“legs” or “tears.”  Higher-alcohol wines have more obvious legs or tears.  You’ll never look at wine the 
same way again!   
 

The Aroma of Wine 

Identifying the aroma or smell (or nose) of a wine is far more difficult that assessing the color or even 
the taste of a wine.  However, your nose can be as important as your mouth when it comes to 
identifying different types of wines.  Putting smell into words is the tough part.  But don’t get stressed 
out.  Think about where grapes come from: the earth.  The earth imparts many things on a wine, 
including minerals, residue from nearby plants, and its natural makeup (clay, stone, etc.).  Add to that 
the aroma of oak barrels or sulfur (which acts as a preservative), and you have quite a mix of scents.   
 

If you think in general terms, the aroma of a wine can be divided into fruity, nutty, vegetative, earthy, 
woody, spicy, floral, or chemical.  Be aware that like all things, you may run into a bad wine and 
usually the smell is the tell-tale sign.  Scents of mold, cardboard, or vinegar, are all signs of a bad wine. 
 

The Flavors and Taste of Wine 

Flavor is influenced by smell and is sometimes easier to describe.  Taste is a direct result of your mouth 
coming into contact with the wine.  Therefore, what a wine smells like may not always be what it will 
taste like.  Identifying the taste of a wine can be easier than identifying the bouquet but it can still be a 
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challenge.  Remember to keep the wine in your mouth for 10 to 30 seconds.  Does the wine just have 
a simple flavor or does it have different flavors that change in your mouth?  Is it dry (tannic) at first 
followed by other flavors?  Is the texture or body light, like skim milk, or fuller, like whole milk?  Are 
there any residual flavors on the finish? What about the weight of the wine in your mouth (also 
referred to as body)?  Is it crisp, as in the refreshing acidity you would find in chilled Champagne?  Or 
is it the polar opposite, soft with no acidity?      
 

Among white wines, the most common flavors are wood, spice, fruit, nut, grass, vegetative, sweet, or 
acid.  Among red wines, the usual flavors are red fruit, wood, spice, earth, tobacco, coffee, leather, 
acid, and sweet if it is a dessert wine. 
 

December’s Vine Cuttings  
(recommended wines) 

White Wine Red Wine 
2001 Kurt Darting Riesling Kabinett Ungsteiner 
Bettenhaus, Mosel-Saar-Ruwer (region) – 
Germany - Riesling grape 
This is what you need to know about Riesling.  First, it 
can be made into many styles, from dry to sweet.  
Second, it can be a great sipping wine or food wine 
because of its high degree of flavor and low alcohol.  
Third, the 2001 vintage in Germany is considered one 
of the best in the last 30 years.  If that’s not enough, 
this is an excellent winery and the wine retails for $13. 
What else do you need to know? 

1999 Rosemount Estate Shiraz (Diamond Label) 
Southeastern Australia (region) - Syrah grape 

Rosemount is one of Australia’s largest and consistently 
high-quality wineries.  They make a full range of 
wines: from the expensive stuff to the downright 

steals.  This attractive wine is full of berries, spice, and 
plum.  An easy wine to find and it won’t break the 

bank at $12.  Try it with pot roast,  
steak, spare ribs, or hamburgers.  

 
 

Next month: Spotlight on New Zealand.  Happy Holidays! 
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Vin de Vin 2002 Buying Guide 
White Wines 

 

White Wines:  Light-Bodied (includes Riesling, 
Pinot Grigio, and Moscato d’Asti) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 
 

White Wines:  Medium-Bodied (includes 
Sauvignon Blanc, Chenin Blanc, and 
Gewürztraminer) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 
 

• GERMANY - Riesling: Darting, Strub, 
Selbach-Oster, von Kesselstatt, JJ. Prüm, 
Willi-Schaefer, Dr. Loosen, Lingenfelder, 
Fitz-Ritter, Weingart, Selbach 

• AMERICA – Riesling: Chateau St. Michelle, 
Covey Run (Washington State), Dr. 
Konstantin Frank/Salmon Run (New York), 
Bonny Doon (California) 

 

• FRANCE – Sauvignon Blanc/Sancerre 
region: Henri Bourgeois, Rome  

• NEW ZEALAND – Sauvignon Blanc: Babich, 
Brancott, Goldwater, The Crossings, 
Cloudy Bay, Villa Maria, Stoneleigh, 
Caroline Bay 

• CHILE – Sauvignon Blanc: Case Lapostelle, 
Casablanca 

 

• ITALY – Pinot Grigio: Tommasi, Peter 
Zemmer, Ca’Montini 

• FRANCE – Pinot Gris:  Emile Willm, 
Trimbach, Zind-Humbrecht, Hugel 

 

• ITALY – Moscato d’Asti: Piazzo Comm. 
Armando, Viticoltori Dell’Acquese 
Dolceoro  

• CALIFORNIA – Moscato: Robert Mondavi, 
Martin & Weyrich (formerly Martin 
Brothers) 

 

• FRANCE – Chenin Blanc/Vouvray region: 
Barton & Guestier, Domaine Coteau de la 
Biche, Monmousseau, Domaine de 
Vaufuget 

• CALIFORNIA – Chenin Blanc: Beringer, 
Pine Ridge, Baron Herzog 

 

• FRANCE – Gewürztraminer: Emile Willm, 
Paul Zinc  

• CALIFORNIA – Gewürztraminer: Navarro, 
Adler Fels, Firestone, Mark West 

 

 

White Wines :  Full-Bodied (includes Chardonnay and Viognier) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to try: 

 

• CALIFORNIA - Chardonnay: Gallo of Sonoma, Talbott, Logan, Beringer, Kendall-Jackson, Silver 
Ridge 

• WASHINGTON STATE – Chardonnay: Chateau St. Michelle, Columbia Crest 
• CHILE – Chardonnay: Casa Lapostelle 
• ARGENTINA – Chardonnay: Catena 
 

• CALIFORNIA – Viognier: Calera, Caymus (Conundrum)  
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Vin de Vin 2002 Buying Guide  
Red Wines and Dessert Wines 

 

Red Wines:  Light-Bodied (includes Pinot Noir and 
Beaujolais) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 

• CALIFORNIA – Pinot Noir: Villa Mt. Eden, 
Carneros Creek 

• FRANCE – Beaujolais:  Georges Duboeuf, 
Louis Jadot 

 

Red Wines:  Medium-Bodied (includes Merlot and 
Grenache) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 
 

• AMERICA - Merlot: Chateau Souverain, 
Beringer, Kendall-Jackson (California), 
Chateau St. Michelle, Columbia Crest 
(Washington State) 

• CHILE – Merlot: Casa Lapostelle, Montes 
Alpha, Santa Rita 

 

• SPAIN – Grenache: Viña Alarba, Agricola 
de Borja Borsao 

 

Red Wines:  Full-Bodied (includes Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Syrah/Shiraz, and Zinfandel) 
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 

• FRANCE – Cabernet Sauvignon: Chateau 
Fontesteau Bordeaux Haut-Medoc, Maitre 
d’Estournel Bordeaux 

• AMERICA – Cabernet Sauvignon: Justin, 
Whitehall Lane, Gallo of Sonoma 
(California), Chateau Ste. Michelle 
(Washington State) 

• AUSTRALIA – Cabernet Sauvignon: 
Rosemount, Wolf Blass 

• ARGENTINA – Cabernet Sauvignon: 
Catena (also their red wine made from the 
Malbec grape) 

• SPAIN – Cabernet Sauvignon: Vega Sindoa 
(blended with Tempranillo) 

 

• FRANCE – Syrah: Louis Bernard Côtes du 
Rhône, Domaine d'Andezon Cotes du 
Rhone 

• AUSTRALIA – Syrah: Rosemount, Jacob’s 
Creek, Paringa, Wolf Blass, Penfolds 

 

• CALIFORNIA – Zinfandel: Tulocay, 
Murphy-Goode, Seghesio, Cline, 
Ravenswood, Rosenblum 

Dessert Wines:   
Quality producers and recommended wines to 
try: 
 

• AUSTRALIA: 3 Bridges Botrytis Semillon, 
Yalumba 

• FRANCE: Baumard (Chenin Blanc/Quartes 
de Chaume region) 

• CALIFORNIA: Ferrari-Carano, Joseph 
Phelps, Beringer   

• CANADA: Inniskillin, Colio, Peller, Henry 
of Pelham 

 


