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INTRODUCTION
 It was the month of rainbows. This 
was thanks to a parade of ragged storm 
systems that were torn and disorganized 
by the time they crossed through Germa-
ny, so that we had sun, then squalls, then 
sun, and often we had sun in one part of 
the sky while it was squalling fiercely in 
another—a recipe for rainbows. One day 
in Deidesheim we had an hour-long rain-
bow, something I had never seen. Pearly 
sunlight was filtered through a scrim of 
drizzle and the rainbow just parked over 
the vineyards and wouldn’t leave. Another 
day we had a brilliant double rainbow at 
Dönnhoff that emptied the offices and 
tasting room so we could all crowd over 
to the windows and watch it. Rainbows 
take priority, after all.
 To plunge heedlessly into the “matter 
at hand,” whither Germany? And to an-
swer that question I will restrict myself to 
Riesling and to an ancillary extent to Spät-
burgunder. I’m aware the German wine 
marketing poo-bahs (as well as one of my 
more conspicuous competitors) are trying 
to mount a case for Pinots Gris & Blanc 
plus Silvaner among other grapes with 
which Germany “does well,” or sometimes 
very well. But I feel no need to re-cast Ger-
many as anything other than the greatest 
Riesling producer on earth, regardless of 
whatever malaise greets that prospect.
 If I didn’t hate footnotes I’d put one 
here, but I do hate them so I’ll interject. 
As regards the aforementioned Pinots, 
they’re quite popular in Germany be-
cause the domestic drinker who craves 
dry wines can obtain wines A) more 
neutral and B) less acidic than Riesling. 
And of course, talented growers can cre-
ate fine wines from these grapes. I offer 
a few. They’re delicious and worthwhile, 
but they’re vinous asides. Riesling rules, 
always has, always will.
 Ah but: Riesling. I know it’s the best 
wine grape of them all. A lot of you know 
it also. Wine writers have been saying it 
for decades. We do well with it, I’m not 
complaining, but there’s a kind of glass 
ceiling, and it’s time to tackle it head-on, 
as it were.
 But, well OK. More good wines for us. 
When have I ever had “popular” taste? 
Would I even recognize myself if I did? 
Still, I often think that people who love 
Riesling could be a little more helpful. 
For example, why does Ms. Krebiehl harp 
on acidity as she does? The caricature of 
Riesling lovers as “acid freaks” tends to 

ghetto-ize us as people with truly geeky 
taste who ought properly to be mar-
ginalized. Many years ago I heard Hans 
Crusius— Peter Crusius’ father and the 
proprietor of the legendary Crusius es-
tate in Germany’s Nahe valley—remark to 
the effect that “We need to get rid of the 
notion that Riesling is great because of its 
acidity.” My (much) younger self thought 
the old man had three screws loose. Now 
I know he was right. Acidity is inherent to 
Riesling, but that doesn’t make it a fetish 
object. Too much acidity is nasty. If you 
can taste it blatantly there’s probably too 
much of it, or too little of something else, 
such as fruit or extract.
 And then there are the Germans, and 
their wine culture. I am not going to hash 
out the hoary dry-versus-sweet thing yet 
again. I am going to make one simple 
point, a point I find to be self-evident. 
Riesling is very rare among white-wine 
grapes in that it makes beautiful wines at 
every point along the continuum of dry 
to sweet. Every point. But the Germans 
themselves tend to bipolarize their wines 
into either very dry or very sweet, ignor-
ing the many points of beauty and use-
fulness in between. Last Fall, the Wine 
Advocate’s Stephan Reinhardt wrote me:

 “Terry, I think there is just one really 
problematic issue: wines that are neither 
dry nor sweet but something in between 
(the “neither fish nor meat” wines). These 
wines (with residual sweetness of, say, 
10-20+ g/l) are absolutely delicious for 
themselves and with food (and the sort 
we’d choose when we share a bottle one 
day). They also reflect their origins and are 
probably the most natural wines (when 
the fermentation is not forced) but they 
don’t have a lobby: they don’t have the 
Trocken brand and they don’t wear a Prä- 
dikat which are more and more reserved 
for nothing but—often excessively—sweet 
wines. That’s stupid marketing with re-
spect to the nature of wine, to nature at 
all (though clever with respect to the needs 
of certain markets). But you are right: there 
is something wrong with the knee-jerk 
German demand for dry wines or rather 
the bearish attitude against wines that are 
not dry. The result is that top wines with 
sugar levels of 10-30 grams have become 
very rare. And that’s a shame indeed.”

 Lars Carlberg, a guy I like and respect, 
wants me to meet him at one or two plac-

es in Trier where he likes to go, in order to 
show me that young Germans are drink-
ing Feinherb wines, the kinds of Rieslings 
I like best and which I feel are the “sweet 
spot” for the variety. I’m sure Lars would 
be correct, and I’m sure it wouldn’t really 
alter my opinion, ending up as a stale-
mate between dueling anecdotes. A few 
growers told me they detected an ele-
vated demand for Rieslings less brutally 
dry, but most of them said that nothing 
had changed. Everyone agrees that if you 
trick today’s German drinker into tasting 
an off-dry wine, they often like it, spon-
taneously, unblocked by the conceptual 
barriers they themselves build. But I of-
ten suspect growers claiming a more wel-
come reception for off-dry Rieslings are 
telling me what they think I want to hear. 
And often I myself am guilty of reading 
into this information with my doomed 
optimism that someday people might 
actually taste with their simple wits and 
like what they actually like, not what they 
assume they “ought” to like.
 The wine scene in Germany, for her 
own wines, is marked by the same gener-
ational shift we see everywhere else. The 
emergent wine drinker (and producers 
also) enter a world where dry wines are 
the norm, and not-dry wines are a foot-
note, an echo of a past they’d prefer to 
suppress. Many times these “sweet” wines 
are made from botrytis-affected grapes 
for which there’s no other use. So “Either 
we make some sweet stuff with those 
grapes or else the boars eat them…” This 
is somewhat unfair to my growers, who 
do respect the not-dry Rieslings they pro-
duce, but they comprise a self-selected 
group who appeal to my own desire that 
such wines stay alive in this world.
 I’ll define Feinherb a little later, but 
for now I merely repeat my assertion 
that, of all the ways for Riesling to be bal-
anced (very dry, dry, barely sweet, slightly 
sweet, frankly sweet and very sweet) the 
most useful point along the line is in the 
barely-sweet/slightly sweet nexus. That 
is where Riesling is seamlessly delicious 
and almost infinitely flexible as we use it, 
mostly with food. We had dinner at a truly 
superb new restaurant in Kallstadt (Pfalz) 
called Intense, and drank a couple Fein-
herb Mosel wines they were thoughtful 
enough to offer, which were perfect with 
most of the food. (I cringed to imagine 
other diners drinking burly Trocken Pfalz 
wines and setting up a Fukushima in their 
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mouths, but it’s a truism that people don’t 
actually know their own tastes.)
 For this and other reasons, Germany 
is a bit of a miasma, and if you’re trying 
to get a bead on it you will quickly find 
it doesn’t yield. It’s less that the scene is 
unclear, and more that there’s a dialec-
tical skirmish between competing (and 
often mutually exclusive) clarities. I’d like 
to help. I’m going to over-simplify a little 
now, and readers are asked to remember 
that this doesn’t purport to be a Standard 
Text on German wine. It’s a sales book; it 
wants to help you decide whether (and 
what) to buy. So give me 2-3 minutes, and 
let me tell you:

THE SHIT YOU GOTTA 
UNDERSTAND ABOUT 
GERMAN WINE TODAY

 The single most important word on 
the label is TROCKEN. It means DRY. This 
isn’t because dry wines are better—they 
aren’t—but this one word will tell you the 
single most salient thing about the basic 
nature of what’s in the bottle. If you do 
not see “Trocken” on your label, the wine 
will contain at least some sweetness. If it 
is just a teensy bit of sweetness, so little 
you can’t even be certain it’s there, you’ll 
probably see the word FEINHERB. 
 Germany’s prevailing wine law was 
enacted in 1971. It was a piece of shit then 
and it still is. Today’s growers observe just 
enough of it not to expose themselves to 
prosecution, and they ignore the rest. 
The law, written before global warming, 
mandated ripeness as the only factor in 
quality. A line was drawn between chap-
talized and unchaptalized wines. The lat-
ter were assumed to be made from grapes 
ripe enough to go it alone. There was a 
kind of ladder of increasing ripeness, and 
as you climbed it you passed Kabinett, 
Spätlese, Auslese and finally the dessert 
wines, Beerenauslese (a.k.a. BA), Trock-
enbeerenauslese (TBA) and Eiswein.
 Spätlese was riper than Kabinett, and 
Auslese was riper than Spätlese, and be-
cause we associate riper things with sweeter 
things—think strawberries or peaches; the 
riper they are the sweeter they are—an Au-
slese was usually sweeter than a Spätlese, 
which in turn was usually sweeter than a 
Kabinett. This is why the “Kabinett” catego-
ry has remained so popular; it is presumed 
to be the least sweet of the top category of 
wines. It also costs the least.
 That category of unchaptalized wines 
is now called “Prädikatswein.” The word 
appears on the label. That is the old sys-

tem in essence, and vestiges of it are still 
used. There’s more—isn’t there always?— 
but that’s for German-Wine 202.
 A parallel system has arisen, thanks 
to the activities of a grower’s association 
called the VDP. It is a group of superior 
producers. Most of its members are in the 
top rank, though there are top-rank grow-
ers who choose not to join, for reasons 
of their own. The VDP has recast German 
wine along a Burgundian model. Pend-
ing an entire European Union redraft of 
each country’s wine laws (sure to entail 
a nightmare), the VDP’s innovations are 
quasi-officially accepted.
 VDP’s system is simple. It establish-
es three or four tiers of quality. You have 
estate-wine, village-wine, and both Pre-
mier and Grand Cru wine, or just Grand 
Cru alone. This is decided by each wine 
producing state. (If you’re curious, I per-
sonally favor the 4-tier model.)
 The actual classification of vineyards 
is inevitably tendentious and controver-
sial, but the system is a huge boon to 
consumers, because we now can know 
that if a vineyard site appears on a label 
it is an important one. Otherwise the wine 
simply carries a village name or just the 
estate’s name.
 These wines from classified vineyards 
can be made in different styles. If they are 
DRY and among that category, the TOP 
dry wine from the estate, they’re called 
Grosses Gewächs. (Try “grocer’s g-vex.”) 
Until this year certain regions called them 
Erstes Gewächs, which means the same 
thing and will soon become uniform in 
any case. If the classified site’s wine has 
SWEETNESS then it falls into the Prä- 
dikatswein quality-ladder.
 The Nahe estate Schlossgut Diel is a 
classic example. They produce a Grosses 
Gewächs called Goldloch which is seri-
ous and dry. They also produce Kabinett, 
Spätlese and (usually but not inevita-
bly) Auslese from the same site under 
its full name Dorhsheimer Goldloch, 
which means “Goldloch of Dorsheim.” 
All of these wines carry the little insig-
nia for classified sites on the label. So, if 
you want to be decently professional, I 
would argue this is all you need to know. 
There’s a lot more you could learn, were 
you so inclined, but I promise that if you 
master what I’ve outlined here, you’ll be 
equipped to handle 90% of what Germany 
throws at you.
 So, to recap: the most conspicuous and 
progressive system was established by the 
“VDP,” an association of elite producers, 
and it has spread to non-VDP estates also, 
as its logic and simplicity are tempting. 
Estate wine, Village wine, Premier Cru and 

Grand Cru single vineyard wines. Four 
tiers.
 The “classified” sites can be used 
either for dry wines or for sweet wines 
labeled in the old Prädikat system. For 
sweet wines they will carry a symbol such 
as “Erste Lage” (1er Cru) or “Grosse Lage” 
(Grand Cru) so that—finally!—the quality 
of a site is de-coupled from an insistence 
that its wine is dry.
 The VDP keeps tinkering with the sys-
tem, and creates all manner of viciously 
illogical mischief in the process. I won’t go 
into it here, because it’s a lot of insider-y 
stuff not germane to my current purpose. 
Very often a committee, of any sort, has to 
keep “taking action” in order to justify its 
existence, and having taken useful action 
at the beginning it doesn’t know when to 
stop. More ominously, it doesn’t seem 
to know how to stop. “We’ve done fine 
work here; let’s disband and only meet if 
needed,” is a thing you will never hear. 
What you will hear, sadly, is something 
like “Whew; it felt good to untangle that 
knot. Now let’s tie a new one only this time 
we’ll make the knot so fucking complicat-
ed they’ll never get it untied!”
 Your humble author is skeptical of 
committees, you will observe….

SOME THOUGHTS 
ABOUT DRYNESS

 No one would deny there are degrees 
of sweetness, but few have ever discussed 
there are also degrees of dryness. The dry-
ness of, let’s say, a Pinot Gris with 13.5% 
alc and acidity below 4 grams per liter 
(henceforth “g/l”) is smooth, whereas 
the dryness of a Riesling with 8 g/l acidi-
ty and 12% alc is something quite differ-
ent. In today’s Germany, most of the dry 
Rieslings are free of the sadistic shrillness 
that afflicted them, let us say, not so very 
long ago. Nor is this creature yet extinct; 
I tasted several groups of Trocken Ries-
lings that brought it all back, the appalling 
sourness and utter lack of anything that 
could conceivably offer sensual pleasure. 
Thankfully, these are now the exception. 
Most dry German Riesling is good, and 
some are outstanding and a few are even 
great.
 What retards the momentum of this 
process is a curious purism about dry-
ness. I’d describe it as “Don’t you dare call 
your wine dry if it has any residual sugar 
whatsoever.”  This I find baffling. Is it some 
sort of machismo of palate? Some pathol-
ogy about sugar? I ask because I usually 
find Rieslings at or near the legal limit for 
“Trocken”—which is 9 g/l of residual sug-
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ar—better than their adamantly dry sib-
lings. And they taste perfectly dry to me. 
The purist objects “You’re calling it dry 
but it really isn’t dry,” to which I respond 
So effing what? How has this become the 
sole exclusive prism through which Ries-
ling is determined, judged, examined?
 I also find many modern German 
“sweet” wines to be too sweet, and spend 
quite a bit of time urging my producers 
to bring the sugar down as far as possible 
consistent with harmony. These are two 
sides of the same coin. Far too often grow-
ers are producing concepts and forming 
their wines to embody those concepts. 
This is unhealthy. Must it really be said, 
that a grower should first produce the best 
tasting wine (s)he possibly can, and let 
any “concept” arise from the twin truths 
of harmony and deliciousness?

OLD SITE-NAMES RETURN
 Old-timers will recall that the 1971 
German wine law collapsed what were 
some 20,000 single-vineyard names into 
an ostensibly more manageable 6,000. 
In so doing they wreaked quite a bit of 
mischief, blotting out a large number of 
useful important names and retaining or 
adding a lot of garbage-names that were 
either unimportant or misleading. 
 In many parts of Europe, every piece 
of land has a name. It’s not “block 37” or 
whatever; it has a name, and having a 
name, it has an identity, and having an 
identity it has a validity and an existence 
as real as that of the person who owns or 
tills it.
 After 1971 the cadaster names were 
forbidden from use, but a few seditious 
souls among the growers kept using them, 
by means of some disguise, such as ini-
tials, visual symbols or “fantasy” names. I 
myself am deeply curious about the origin 
of my wines, and I’m pleased when they’re 
designated as specifically as possible. But 
one can fall down a rabbit-hole with these 
things, and I don’t need to know that any 
given wine came from “rows 16-21” or any 
such otiose detail. However, given that a 
large number of post-71 single sites were 
slovenly in their definitions and flabby in 
their dimensions, I was heartened when 
the old names started to show up again. 
While the EU reviewed the situation the 
names were “tolerated,” but now it ap-
pears they’ll receive explicit approval.
 This makes me very glad, and here’s 
an example of why. Back in 1996 the 
Strubs bottled two Niersteiner Hipping 
Spätlesen, one from the steep section 
and one from the flat section—which 

blatantly points out the stupidity of 
the disparate sections having the same 
name. How would we tell them apart? 
We couldn’t use the cadaster names. We 
couldn’t call one “steep” and the other one 
“flat,” because the law said that whatever 
wasn’t explicitly permitted was forbidden. 
In desperation we put the steep one in a 
green bottle and the flat one in brown. To-
day Sebastian and Walter can use the old 
cadaster names (Thal and Flächenhahl in 
this instance) and now we can see exactly 
where our wines came from.
 This is just one of the ways the gar-
bage-y ’71 wine law is chipped away at 
until it becomes a relic that no one uses 
any more. And not a day too soon.

* THE 2018 VINTAGE *
 The “story” of this vintage is so singu-
lar that its telling might well supersede 
detailing how the wines taste. I don’t want 
to bury the lede, so I’ll start with taste and 
type, and the story will follow.
 2018 is a homogenously excellent vin-
tage, both in quality and in the sorts of 
wine it’s given. The general level is high, 
and the wines rarely sink below it (at least 
in this portfolio) and only rise above it 
now-and-again. It is, usually, a flowery 
and lyric vintage, neither muscular nor 
“powerful.” It leads with blossom. It is 
perhaps 80% delicious and 20% fasci-
nating. It isn’t demanding. The wines are 
not inscrutable, they are forthcoming and 
attractive in fresh and vital ways. They feel 
unclouded, serene; it was consistently 
joyful to drink them.
 Come behind the curtain for a minute. 
I worry I’m damning with faint praise. Am 
I? After all, my job is to attract you to the 
vintage, to the idea of the vintage. But my 
deeper job is not to bloviate or hype, by 
which I try to guard my cred. Every vin-
tage cannot possibly be magnificent. 2018 
is delicious in its melodic fetching way. 
Embedded within it are several wines 
of surpassing beauty and brilliance. For 
some growers it’s their best vintage of the 
last 7 or 8 years. By its very nature it is 
undemanding, but that doesn’t mean it’s 
trivial or mundane. Rather, it can show 
us how to cherish those virtues by which 
we are simply yet richly delighted. I’m 
willing to predict you’ll come away from 
our vintage-presentations thinking “Man 
that is one tasty vintage, and everything 
was good…” It may not shatter you with 
subatomic spasms of bliss, but if we find 
a vintage that does, I need you to trust me, 
and you won’t if I cry wolf all the time.
 2018’s wines resulted from unprece-

dented growing conditions, a very long 
and dry summer veering from warm to 
hot but without the violent spikes of heat 
we’ve seen in other hot years. Drought 
vintages, as you know, favor old vines 
(and their deeper root systems), water-re-
taining soils, and local microclimate fac-
tors. At times the differences between two 
neighboring villages depended on who 
got the thunderstorm and who didn’t. 
But everyone reported the cleanest fruit 
they had ever seen. “We had to look every-
where to find even a little botrytis,” they 
often said. Grower after grower showed us 
photos of picture-book grapes, perfectly 
ripe and completely unblemished.
 Considering the dry season, the 
crop size was larger than average. Acids 
sometimes needed to be boosted—one 
guy told me “Everyone acidified but not 
everyone will admit it”—and I learned 
how to phrase the question so as not to 
make a grower feel defensive. Nor do 
I object to augmenting acid, because 
when my “principles” collide with their 
survival, they win. I do think that if one 
is acidifying, the best time to do it is be-
fore fermentation by adding tartaric acid. 
Just a theory, mind you, but it seems less 
manipulative than to layer acidity atop 
a fermented wine, with which it almost 
never combines or pools. Pre-fermenta-
tion tartaric acid will fall out of the wine as 
tartrate crystals, so that total acidity isn’t 
enhanced but pH is reduced to healthier 
levels.
 And yet many growers said they were 
struck by how low and stable their pHs 
were, and there are many wines where low 
pH is a kind of stand-in for analytically 
“moderate” acidity. If you are a drinker 
who relishes prominent acidity in Ries-
ling, 2018 may disappoint you. To which 
I can only say, have you tasted a 2003 
lately? The good ones are nothing short 
of magnificent, from another low-acid 
vintage some people supposed would 
not age.
 A common thread of 2018 is one of 
growers feeling they had to use skin-con-
tact (and the phenols it imparts) to provide 
“structure” usually provided by acidity as 
such. When it was done well it was harm-
less, it worked; it may not have had the 
desired effect, but it gave a nice little note 
of dust and scree to a finish that could have 
been too “smooth.” When it didn’t work – 
and one needed to be really careful with 
this – it imparted either a coarse tannic 
texture at the end, or even worse, a bitter/
sour finish that was most often tertiary, so 
that you had to wait 20-30 seconds after 
tasting to see if you’d be ambushed by 
sourness. You couldn’t taste too fast.
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 I’ve noticed that a young vintage with 
a lot of that rock-dusty texture will often 
shed that texture after bottling, or in the 
bottle. I have to report what I tasted when 
I tasted, but it won’t surprise me to see 
that element fade over time.
 Everyone talked about “structure” but 
people meant different things by it. I my-
self feel that all wines have “structure;” 
the question is how they are structured. 
There are vertical wines and horizontal 
wines, spherical wines and square wines, 
loose-limbed wines and stand-at-atten-
tion wines, sinewy wines and muscular 
wines, straight-lined wines and curva-
ceous wines. And there are even sym-
metrical wines and asymmetrical wines, 
both “structured,” but differently so. So 
in effect, you can’t avoid having structure 
in your wines. What growers seemed to 
mean when they said they did this-or-
that to aid their wines’ structures is, they 
wanted something to fill in for the role 
usually played by acidity. Usually that 
meant phenols, which often worked but 
sometimes didn’t. Consider what this 
says about them, and how they view 
their wines. They want a tangible skele-
tal shape to the wines, they want visible 
outlines and contours, they want a dis-
cernible progression of flavor; they don’t 
want fluidity, they prefer solidity. At times 
when we were tasting—and I was having 
a ton of fun with these lovely floral beau-
ties—I sensed a grower who wasn’t quite 
sure what to make of the wines. They’d 
had an easy clement harvest, they had 
plenty of wine, the wine turned out to be 
more than “pretty” but it wasn’t behaving 
according to type. Which was fine by me! 
Indeed, playing the game of comparing 
the new vintage with previous ones was 
quickly seen as useless, because there is 
literally no precedent for 2018, and I’m 
not sure it resembles any vintage I can 
recall. At one address I said, somewhat 
incoherently, that 2018 reminded me of 
a liason between 1997 and 2011, which 
the grower was kind enough to say was 
“fascinating.”
 There are few regional distinctions 
except perhaps for a macro-distinction 
between the Mosel and other regions. 
Mosels (and Saars) tasted different, more 
(if you will) classical and certainly less un-
usual.
 The dearth of botrytis meant there 
were either few-to-no dessert wines, or 
else there were a bunch of them, where 
rain fell helpfully. So if you only went 
to Hexamer and Selbach you’d suppose 
the whole vintage was replete with mul-
titudes of mega-sweets (Selbach has so 
many TBAs that Johannes put one in 

barrique, just, you know, for shits and 
giggles), but elsewhere there’d be none.
 You might also surmise the low-acid 
vintage would suit the Trocken wines, and 
mostly you’d be right. I find I have to think 
about it; I don’t see Trocken Rieslings as a 
sub-species any more. They’re just a part 
of the picture, one of the chords in the 
progression. They were indeed good, but 
were they markedly good? Because of the 
vintage? I can’t say.
 It would stand to reason that a large 
crop in dry conditions would have lower 
than normal dry extracts, and while this 
was sometimes true it wasn’t predestined. 
Darting's had higher extracts than they 
normally have. Elsewhere extracts were 
unremarkable.
 The vintage seems to favor growers 
who already make lyrical and finely-tex-
tured wines, for whom it aligned to their 
strengths. Künstler, Schaefer, Hexamer, 
Christoffel, were markedly successful. 
Growers making more muscular, rugged 
wines were sometimes bemused, often 
more than I was—I like those swaying, 
rippling Rieslings. Everything doesn’t 
have to kick ass all the time.
 Finally, 2018 is what used to quaintly 
be called a “restaurant vintage,” by which 
I suppose they meant a vintage that gave 
expressive, candid and tasty wines that 
didn’t need to be “explained” and would 
assert their charms in a noisy distracting 
environment. If that’s what was meant, 
then yup, 2018 is just exactly that.

HIGHLIGHTS AND 
SUPERLATIVES

 These will be fiendishly difficult in such 
a uniformly lovely vintage. And remember, 
I ask you to presume that Selbach-Oster 
and Dönnhoff are invariably superlative, 
so I will try to find a way to give them their 
richly earned status while also hailing the 
many other talents in play.)

THE WINERY(S) OF THE VINTAGE IS (ARE):

WILLI SCHAEFER gets the nod, has to 
get it, because not since 2011 have I seen 
a vintage more aligned with Schaefer’s 
deepest most fundamental strengths 
than 2018 is here. It’s a serene, fruit-for-
ward vintage with a succession of beau-
ties that finally stills you and leaves you 
silently grateful.

Other candidates, apart from Selbach 
and Dönnhoff, would have to include 
Künstler, Minges, Müller-Catoir.

THE WINERY I MOST EXPECT TO 
HAVE BEEN WRONG ABOUT IS:

Carl Loewen, and only because the dry 
wines were in a tantrum of unreadi-
ness, from which I expect them to have 
emerged by June, when I’ll taste them 
again.

OTHER MARKED SUCCESSES:

(That is, either noteworthy by dint of sheer 
quality or by dint of improvement over 
their norm. I’ll put those wines in italics.)

Goldatzel, as is just about inevitable now.

Weingart, Florian’s best vintage since 
2011.

Meulenhof, a steadily excellent collection 
showing this (now) underrated grower at 
his best.

AND WHAT OF von WINNING?

It is hard to “rank” the estate vis-à-vis the 
others only because we don’t offer the top 
wines—the splendid series of GGs—until 
next year. Tasting those wines in embry-
onic form suggests emerging masterpiec-
es in Grainhübel, Langenmorgen, and 
Kirchenstück. By any sensible reckoning 
von Winning belongs in the very highest 
echelon of this (or any) portfolio.

THE WINE OF THE VINTAGE IS:

The candidates are: Künstler Kirchen-
stück Riesling Trocken 1er Lage—Dönn-
hoff Oberhäuser Leistenberg Riesling 
Kabinett—Diel Burg Layer Schlossberg 
Riesling Trocken—Loewen Riesling 
“1896”—Selbach-Oster Zeltinger Son-
nenuhr Riesling Spätlese 1-star—and 
finally Schaefer Graacher Domprobst 
Riesling Spätlese #5.

The “best wine” is the SCHAEFER. But the 
wines by which I was most deeply stirred 
are the DÖNNHOFF and the KÜNSTLER.

The award goes to... (drum-roll)... Dönn-
hoff, whose “little” Kabinett from the 
Leistenberg shows every conceivable 
virtue of great German Riesling in a form 
we assume is a little appetizer to lead into 
the more “serious” range of Spätlesen. But 
believe me, nothing is more serious than 
the tiny diamond of greatness that is this 
prismatic and rapturous Kabinett.



THE GREATEST NON-RIESLINGS:

MINGES for no fewer than three wines, 
the Scheurebe Feinherb, the Rieslaner 
Spätlese, and finally the Gewürztraminer 
Spätlese “Rosenduft.”

MÜLLER-CATOIR for one great wine 
and one true masterpiece. The Haardt 
Scheurebe Trocken is wonderful, but 
the Rieslaner Auslese from the Haardter 
Herzog is simply as great as wine can be. 
As. WINE! Can. Be.

von WINNING, you will not be shocked 
to hear, for two among the Sauvignon 
Blancs, the 2018 “I” and the 2017 “500.”

WHICH REMINDS ME— 
WHAT ABOUT OTHER VINTAGES? 
THE BEST AMONG THESE ARE:

BREUER 2017 Nonnenberg Riesling

DAUTEL 2017 Steingrüben Riesling GG

THE GREATEST FEINHERB WINES:

Hors Classe among these is MEßMER’S 
astonishing 2018 “Muschelkalk,” prob-
ably the best-ever vintage of this al-
ways-excellent wine.

OTHERS INCLUDE: GOLDATZEL 2018 
Johannisberger Goldatzel Riesling 
Spätlese Feinherb—WEINGART Bop-
parder Hamm Engelstein Riesling Kabi-
nett Feinherb—SELBACH-OSTER and 
their always wonderful Graacher Dom-
probst Riesling Spätlese Alte Reben, as 
well as their Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling 
Ur-alte Reben Spätlese Feinherb—and 
finally KRUGER-RUMPF’S surpassingly 
lovely Münsterer Dautenpflänzer Langen-
berg Riesling Feinherb.

WE’RE AT THE POINT WE NEED 
TO TALK ABOUT PINOT NOIR!

(the best among the many we’re tasting 
and offering now include...)

BRAUNEWELL 2016 Spätburgunder Es-
senheim

DAUTEL 2016 Spätburgunder Schupen GG

ZIEREISEN 2016 Spätburgunder Rhini

THE GREATEST VALUES, AT ANY PRICE:

GEIL 2018 Riesling Geyersberg “GG”
STRUB 2018 Niersteiner Hipping Thal 
Riesling Spätlese

BRAUNEWELL 2018 Scheurebe Halb-
trocken LITER

KÜNSTLER 2018 Estate Riesling Trocken

DÖNNHOFF 2018 Riesling “Tonschiefer” 
Trocken

DARTING 2018 Pinot Blanc Kabinett 
Trocken

MEULENHOF 2018 Wehlener Sonnenuhr 
Riesling Spätlese
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PEERING BACK AT 2017
 There’s always a moment-of-clarity 
tasting the year-old vintage alongside 
the gooey new wines. Sometimes the 
newbie is flattering to the yearling—and 
other times not. 2017, for instance, was 
markedly kind to 2016 (which didn’t really 
need the help; I still adore ’16) whereas 
2018 is decidedly unflattering to 2017. It 
makes sense; a sinuous waving flowery 
crop like ’18 would be likely to make the 
more rugged ‘17s feel brutish, just as ‘18’s 
squeaky-clean profile would exaggerate 
the botrytis of the ‘17s. Put another way, 
the colors worn by the ‘18s don’t look 
good on the ‘17s, and I grew aware I was 
looking at ’17 through a churlish lens. I 
do think 2017 is a vintage of a particular 
type, it has big feet and a unibrow, but 
it’s not as cloddish as ’18 makes it appear. 
Remember that if/when you taste the vin-
tages side by side.

THE CASE AGAINST 
ABERRATIONS

 Some tasters, I know, are more into 
wines with quirks and angles and cor-
ners and various sorts of misshapen-ness, 
and while I agree these are interesting, I 
think that if you prefer them, your pal-
ate is immature. Over time I have grown 
suspicious of any single component that 
shrieked out from the whole. Hans Sel-
bach (Johannes’ father and a wise man of 
wine) said “It’s better if the whole chorus 
sings than if one voice screams,” and it is 
that exactly.

WHITHER AUSLESE?
 Johannes Selbach reported, somewhat 
ruefully during the harvest, that 2018 
was producing grapes that were perfect 
for Auslese. Put another way; grapes for 
perfect Auslese. “I can’t do anything else 
with them, “he said, “so we either let the 
boars eat them or we make Auslese, and 
if I can’t sell it then I’ll put it in the cellar 
and my kids will drink it.”
 Auslese, the wine no one wants (ex-
cept the Chinese, who are keeping it alive 
from what I hear) yet everyone adores 
while they are drinking it. Auslese suffers 
when one approaches it by demanding it 
prove its utility. “How do I use it??”
 And it suffers from being the eternal 
lost-sheep in the flock, the one in the 
middle. Buyers who must have only the 
rare and sublime will gravitate toward 

the ultra-concentrated dessert wines, the 
TBAs—and my blood ran cold when sever-
al growers complained they couldn’t even 
sell Beerenauslese—compared to which 
the (mere) Auslese is seen as some sort of 
thin gruel of not-really-dessert wine.
 Dudes, you’re looking at it all wrong. 
Each angle you’re viewing it from is 
wrong, and your entire conception of it 
is also wrong. Yet I sympathize, because 
there are way too many Auslesen that ac-
tually are feeble dilutions of the profound 
elixirs BA-TBA too many that are kind-of 
botrytis-y wines too many that are both 
too sweet and not sweet enough.
 But there are also miracles of beauty 
and rapture to be found here, and when 
you find one you couldn’t care less about 
how you might “use” it, you’re just glad it 
found you and will catch you when you 
swoon.
 The secret, maybe, is to see Auslese 
not as a BA or TBA that “failed” but in-
stead as a Spätlese that stretched to an 
even higher height. Those are the best 
kinds of Auslese, because they don’t lose 
vinosity, they continue to be virile, com-
pact and driven by fruit and mineral. And 
this is incredibly stirring, because here 
is an entire wine culture making a kind 
of wine we greet with a collective yawn, 
because… why? It seems perverse on its 
face. Yet what I see is a type of wine that 
expresses gratefulness for a gift of nature. 
I also see a noble observance of an aspect 
of human culture; you do not spurn na-
ture’s gifts.
 And here we are, scratching our heads 
thinking “Waddaya do with this stuff… 
maybe with a cheese course…” and I 
propose to you that you have the cart 
before the horse. The wine is a being of 
beauty and love. It comes first. You pay it 
the obeisance it deserves, you stop your 
busy life just long enough to be amazed 
you have a soul that can melt, you hear 
yourself saying “People have to taste this,” 
and then, because you really are a genius, 
you figure out how to bring that about.
 I’ll tell you this. I don’t like very “sweet” 
wines. Mostly I am bored by them. I want 
any wine I select, with whatever degree 
of RS it contains, to show as a whole and 
that sweetness be absorbed, assimilated 
and in perfect inconspicuous balance. 
Those are the kinds of Auslesen I select. I 
override every bit of my mercantile hesi-
tation in the faces of these wines. I prob-
ably won’t sell them very much. I’m sad 
about that, but I also have a debt to the 
cause of beauty, and my small voice ad-
monished me: How will I live with myself 
if I walk away from this wine? Have I really 
become that guy?

FIZZ MIT UMLAUTS
 Long relegated to a line-extender by 
most growers, who made slipshod bubbly 
whose purpose was to stop the customer 
from buying it elsewhere, German Sekt (as 
it is called) is slowly changing, and for the 
better. There still isn’t very much of the 
best stuff, but it’s heartening to see how 
many producers are asking (and show-
ing) what might happen if they respected 
their sparkling wine. The ones who do 
think about these things are able to offer 
something I think we need. Champagne 
is becoming a dif cult proposition for by-
the-glass, and smart somms are all over 
the alternatives—other French Cremants 
(especially and justifiably Jurasien) and 
to a growing extent, German Sekt. So a 
few years ago I started to survey the land-
scape, and I found a few surprises along 
the way.

BRAUNEWELL 2014 Rosé Brut, a fantastic 
value for this hidden gem.

KRUGER-RUMPF has two to show us, a 
“regular” Brut Rosé (all 2015) and a poten-
tially gorgeous 2014 Rosé Brut currently 
awaiting final disgorgement. This, poten-
tially, could rock a few worlds.

DÖNNHOFF 2013 Pinot Brut, if there’s 
any left to be had, stands among the very 
best German sparkling wine ever made. 
Big surprise!

DIEL Credit where it’s due; Diel was the 
first (that I know of) to ask what could be 
done if their bubbly was treated as though 
it were excellent Champagne. The results 
are enticing and sophisticated, with all 
the polish and elegance of great Cham-
pagne, while tasting nothing like it.

MEßMER has a new vintage of his wood-
aged Rosé to show, which he disgorges 
as-needed in small batches, and while the 
current lot is good, later disgorgements 
promise to be much better.

DARTING 2016 Pinot Blanc Brut, is basi-
cally irresistible and ought to be in every 
brew-pub and brasserie in the land.

DAUTEL 2015 Pinot Noir Brut Nature is 
the peyote-laced three-eyed monster of 
the group. No one would respect you if 
you didn’t buy it, seriously dude.

von WINNING Riesling Extra Brut is, not 
surprisingly, outstanding.
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FEINHERB
 I’ll define Feinherb. These are clas-
sic examples of (yet) another adage I’ve 
coined: the perfect dry wine is often not 
perfectly dry. 
 In practice “Feinherb” can be used for 
anything from 10 grams/liter of RS (and 
most palates taste sugar discretely start-
ing at 12g/l. “Brut” goes to 15) to some-
where in the high 20s. It’s the zone where 
sugar is stealthy and as good as invisible. 
It’s extending the fruit, increasing the aro-
ma, moderating the alcohol, and dancing 
with the sweetness already in your food. 
But you do not taste it. That is, unless 
you’re that pathologically bitter ghoul 
who hates any surmise of sweetness. 
Put another way, a good dry Riesling is 
wonderful; a Feinherb Riesling is insanely 
wonderful, and is more flexible.
 I’ll list them here. Note that some don’t 
actually say “Feinherb” on the label, but 
it’s how they taste. And if you really want 
to be the hippest somm in town, these 
bottles of liquid perfection will be in-
finitely hipper with your food than that 
Micronesian amphora Vitovska you want 
everyone to be jealous of you for scoring.

SPREITZER Hattenheimer Engelmannsberg 
Riesling Feinherb 

SPREITZER Winkeler Jesuitengarten 
Alte Reben Riesling Feinherb 

GOLDATZEL Johannisberger 
Goldatzel Riesling Kabinett Feinherb 

GOLDATZEL Johannisberger Hölle 
Riesling Spätlese Feinherb 

GOLDATZEL Johannisberger Vogelsang 
Alte Reben Riesling Feinherb 

HEXAMER Riesling Feinherb “Porphyr” 

SCHLOSSGUT DIEL Riesling Feinherb “Von der Nahe”

MINGES Scheurebe Feinherb 

MESSMER Riesling Kabinett Feinherb “Muschelkalk”

MESSMER Muskateller Feinherb 

EUGEN MÜLLER Forster Pechstein 
Riesling Kabinett Feinherb 

GEIL Bechtheimer Riesling Feinherb 

WEINGART Mittelrhein Riesling Feinherb 

MÜLLER-CATOIR Riesling Feinherb “MC” 

MÜLLER-CATOIR Gimmeldinger Schlossel 
Rieslaner Spätlese Feinherb 

JAKOB SCHNEIDER Niederhäuser Kertz Riesling Feinherb 

JAKOB SCHNEIDER Spatburgunder Rose Feinherb 

 CARL LOEWEN Longuicher Maximin Herrenberg 
“1896” Riesling Feinherb

VOLS Saar Riesling Feinherb 

A.J. ADAM Im Pfarrgarten Riesling Feinherb 

A.J. ADAM Dhron Hofberg 
Riesling Feinherb “In der Sangerei” 

SELBACH-OSTER Riesling Feinherb 

SELBACH-OSTER Graacher Domprobst 
Riesling Spätlese Feinherb Alte Reben 

SELBACH-OSTER Zeltinger Sonnenuhr 
Riesling Spätlese Feinherb “Uralte Reben” 

STRUB Silvaner Feinherb 

STRUB Niersteiner Oelberg 
Riesling Feinherb “Roter Schiefer” 

STRUB Niersteiner Hipping Riesling Feinherb “Thal” 
VON WINNING “The Winnings” 

HOW I SELECT
 The first principle for me is to tell you 
the truth.
 If I offer a wine it’s because I liked it 
and think you should buy it.
 I’m fallible, wine is changeable, and I 
can make the isolated mistake, but I won’t 
suggest you buy a wine I don’t think you 
should. Period.
 This entails a risk with producers, 
who are correctly proud of their wines 
and who themselves have favorites they 
hope will be sold in the States. The risk is 
exacerbated by my laying everything out 
in writing, and though this text is written 
for you, it’s also read by them.
 Do I pull punches? Never. I may seek 
to write diplomatically, and I will always 
be humane and respectful, but I’ve built 
a covenant of trust with my customers for 
29 years now, and it could be squandered 
in six months if I started dissembling or 
broke faith with my core values.
 Entering my fourth decade doing 
this, it’s easy—fatuously so—for col-
leagues/competitors to see this portfolio 
as “conservative,” but I don’t think it is. 
The German Riesling scene in general is 
“conservative,” because there is some-
thing of abiding and enormous value to 
be conserved. The high priests of Riesling, 
the guardians of its eternal value, are not 
conservative in social or political terms; 
they are classicists for whom the very 
notions of “trendiness” or “cutting-edge” 
are absurd and irrelevant. The deacons 
of Riesling, the young growers with their 
young visions and their willingness to 
shake things up, are often the ones who 

get shaken up themselves as years go past 
and they see the basics of the ground 
more clearly, and learn to measure time 
by decade rather than by news-cycle. 
Certainly I offer growers who are con-
spicuously on-the-move—von Winning, 
Schneider, Kruger-Rumpf, Adam, Vols 
come to mind—but they’re not moving 
toward some recherché reimagining of 
Riesling. Rather the opposite; they’re do-
ing what they feel is necessary to create 
even more profound and classic Rieslings.
 I don’t really “design” this portfolio, 
but if I’m true to myself, my values and my 
tastes, a design becomes apparent. I find 
myself to be flexible and tolerant within 
classical perimeters. I won’t be interest-
ed if someone does Riesling in ampho-
rae. That is demonstrably unnecessary. 
I work with natural yeast guys and with 
cultured yeast guys, with whole-cluster 
guys and skin-contact guys, with steel 
tank and wooden cask, with ambient fer-
ment temperatures and with controlled, 
and believe me, all of it is fascinating and 
none of it matters. None of it will ever 
yield to yours or my wish to form value 
judgments. What I want, at the very least, 
is delicious wine, with character, balance 
and distinctiveness. I try very hard to find 
and offer such wines at the “low end” of 
the market, because I see no reason why 
we should diss people who don’t treasure 
wine enough to spend more than $25 a 
bottle for it. They should have the most 
kick-ass wine that amount of money will 
buy. Please understand, I’m delighted 
to contribute to your Hermannshöhle 
Spätlese verticals, but it’s the good cheap 
wines that let me sleep at night.
 Finally, if I satisfy those criteria, I 
increase my odds of encountering the 
transcendent, the soul-shakers, and the 
heart-openers. That experience is never 
available among the novel or quirky. You 
find it exclusively among the classics, and 
then you experience the most evanescent 
and glorious thing of all: each time a wine 
shakes you to your core it is happening for 
the first time ever. No matter how many 
times it’s happened before. No matter that 
you’re familiar with “this type of wine.” 
When you encounter a great one, it erases 
you. You’re back to tabula rasa. You are the 
first human, drinking the first wine. You 
baptize your soul.
 These experiences are profound; there 
is no other word for them. And when pro-
found experiences accumulate, that be-
comes what we call “classic.” That which 
is capable of delivering profundity. The 
highest striving of its kind. So yeah, if you 
want to call my portfolio “classic,” I’ll sign 
on to that. 
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A FEW WORDS 
ABOUT TASTING NOTES

 My notes are spontaneous. I clean 
them up a little, mostly for the sake of 
sense and syntax, but I never juice them 
to make the wines more seductive. The 
notes are all, obviously, enthusiastic be-
cause these are the wines I liked enough 
to select. 
 Most people’s notes go down the same 
few roads. The first of these is cognates 
and associations, i.e. the other things a 
wine might taste and smell like. I won’t 
write such things unless they come to 
me immediately; I never grope for them. 
This approach has several pitfalls, as you 
know. Sometimes the cognate is obvious 
and everyone would agree; certain wines 
smell like cherry blossoms or licorice or 
whatever, and we know what those things 
smell like. The problem is, there are times 
when wines taste and smell like rare or 
unusual things, and then the reader is 

lost if she’s never smelled “osmanthus” or 
“chamomile” even if those are dead-ac-
curate descriptors. It is also tempting to 
throw a lot of esoteric descriptors around, 
to impress your reader with how acute 
your palate and schnozz are. “My God; 
that man remembers the smell of every-
thing! I must lob my panties at him right 
away!” I really seek to stay clear of this 
syndrome. If I use, say, flowers in tasting 
notes I’ll usually stay with common ones, 
violets, iris, roses, wisteria, hyacinth, peo-
ny. But my own imagination betrays me. 
I might discover some new fragrance, 
and then it squats in my notes because 
suddenly everything smells like linden 
or verbena or anise-hyssop or aloe vera.
 I like when I use texture words, be-
cause I think these are more vivid than 
to simply recite a noun (raspberry, etc.); 
things like “creamy,” “crisp,” “snappy,” 
“gooey” or “rocky” create a more electric 
connection between writer and reader. It 
also avoids the scenario of someone not 
getting what you write—“I’m sorry but I 

do not smell key-lime in this wine!” Who’s 
ever said “I don’t find this at all smooth.” 
Very rarely, if at all.
 The logical continuance of texture 
language is to go deeper into image and 
metaphor. This of course is dangerous. It 
can become self indulgent and twee, but I 
allow myself to do it if it is the most com-
pelling way to depict the wine, and if it 
comes naturally and instantaneously. It’s 
my truth, it can’t be helped, and I hope 
that you get it but I can’t be certain. If I 
describe a wine as “pensive” I know just 
what I mean by it, but will you? I fear not, 
especially if you’ve come up through the 
various certification protocols, by which 
wine is made into a specimen, an object 
to be mastered instead of a being to be 
known. So I take the chance that we’ll 
be on different frequencies, so that I can 
honor the spontaneous impulse and say 
the most salient and powerful thing about 
the wine. Or try to….
 Lately there’s a new thing happening 
more often to me; I taste a wine and I 
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get it immediately, I grok it before I even 
know it consciously. This is a non-lin-
guistic impulse, and if I have to pause to 
try and summon up words for what has 
just happened at light-speed and with 
no discernible effort, it pisses me off. It’s 
also difficult, because there are a lot of 
wines that can quickly be known but the 
condition of knowing them is to banish 
language. Here’s an example: Dönnhoff’s 
Hermannshöhle is a great wine that will 
yield to description and deconstruction, 
whereas his Brücke will not. At least, not 
to me. Brücke is entirely intuitive and im-
agistic; Hermannshöhle is explicit. Her-
mannshöhle is a splendid and gorgeous 
explanation, but Brücke is a Truth.
 And so my faith, my probably-unwar-
ranted faith, is that if I write as the spirit 
moves me and as the wine demands, at 
least the notes will convey a force even if 
they don’t make sense to someone else.

WHAT’S WITH THE PLUSSES?
 Here’s what they mean. Every wine in 
this offering has made the cut; they’re all 
excellent. The plusses draw your atten-
tion to what I felt were especially note-
worthy. One plus should go on your short 
list. Two plusses start to tickle the realm 
of the stellar, and should not be missed. 
Three plusses, very seldom given, are for 
the transcendently great wine, the ones 
that invade you with silence. You can, if 
you like, compare them to Michelin stars, 
by which you will understand that non-
starred restaurants can also be fabulous 
places to eat. So, one plus = don’t miss. 
Two plusses = don’t miss on pain of death, 
and three plusses = prepare to be melted 
down to your primordial soul.

NOTES ON MY SENSE-OF 
SWEETNESS SCALE (SOS)

 All of us know—or ought to know— 
that the impression of sweetness in a 
wine has only a little to do with its actual 
presence as measured in grams-per-liter. 
Acidity and extract impinge on it, which is 
why an Alsace Pinot Gris with 15 grams of 
RS will taste sweeter than a Mosel Riesling 
with 40. 
 As a buyer, somm or drinker we’d like 
to know what to expect. The label is a use-
ful clue but isn’t always airtight. So I seek 
to reveal the actual sense of sweetness 
each given wine shows. 

The system begins with ZERO. This is the 
absence of any discernible sweetness. 

Just as there are degrees of sweetness 
there are also degrees of dryness. An SOS 
of MINUS-1 is a wine wherein you’re 
aware—sometimes painfully so—of the 
stark absence of sweetness. 

Along those lines, and SOS of MINUS-2 is 
a truly austere wine. I select almost none 
of them. Yet even such wines may offer 
something compelling if you happen to 
appreciate their particular frequencies— 
or are a German person—and so they will 
sometimes appear. 

The PLUS numbers are similarly instinc-
tive and empirical. ONE indicates a wine 
with barely perceptible sweetness. Some-
times it occurs in a wine that’s actually 
dry, such is the strength of fruit or the 
inner richness of physiological ripeness. 

TWO signals that sweetness is present and 
you can taste it, though it isn’t obtrusive 
and is in synch with everything around it. 
Think apple-sweet, not cupcake-sweet. 

THREE indicates that sweetness is a key 
component in the wine, as it would be in 
a ripe peach. 

FOUR is a dessert wine. 

After many years of doing this, it began to 
feel predictable. And to reduce visual clut-
ter, I am only going to indicate SOS when 
it is other than might have been expected. 

 Nearly all TROCKEN wines will have 
an SOS of ZERO. A tiny number may have 
minus-values, and a few might curiously 
head up into ONE, for reasons already 
explained. 
 Nearly all FEINHERB or HALBTROCK-
EN wines will have an SOS of ONE. A few 
will seem drier; almost none would ever 
seem sweeter. 
 As a rule, the average KABINETT wine 
will have an SOS of TWO. Some will have 
less; very, very few would have more. At 
least today; as recently as 7-15 years ago 
there were a number of over-sweet Kabi-
netts (a prominent example within this 
offering is now sporting about 40-45 g/l 
yet not long ago it was offering as much 
as eighty.) There are also a great many 
SPÄTLESE with SOS of TWO. These wines 
can (and I would argue, should) show 
more richness but not invariably a great-
er impression of sweetness than a good 
Kabinett. ‘Least that’s how I select them! 
 Most AUSLESE will have an SOS of 
THREE. A few—the kind I adore—have 
less. Those that have more are highly 
unlikely to appear in this offering. So, to 

repeat and conclude, I will show “SOS” 
when it is surprising, and we’ll make it as 
conspicuous as we can within the text.

SOMMELIER ALERT
 Look, I’m happy when y’all buy Ger-
man wines at all, ideally these ones of 
course, so I don’t want to fuss over which 
ones you buy, and I found myself forget-
ting to indicate “sommelier alert” after 
tasting notes when I felt it was called for. 
Every now and again I’ll visit a restaurant 
and it’s clear the buyer has read my text 
because she has all the wines I myself 
would have bought had I been she. This 
makes me happier than any number of 
cute-puppy vids on the internet. 
 I’m going to go back now, as I put this 
catalogue together, and add the somm-
alert thing in where I think it’s warranted. 
There won’t be that many, only because 
I want them to stand out. They are what 
I feel to be perfect food wines and more-
over, perfect restaurant wines.

My criteria are:

Nothing particularly subtle, because most 
restaurant environments are noisy and 
distracting, with happy food smells and 
all the business of conviviality.

Nothing either so dry or so sweet as to 
reduce the number of potential matches. 
What I look for most of all is flexibility. I 
wish for inclusive wines.

Nothing too high in alcohol, and fresh-
ness in the forefront. I want to sell the 
second bottle, in which case the first one 
had better empty fast.

Fragrance!

 I’ve spent my working life finding 
and offering center-of-attention wines, 
but how often do we want the wine to be 
the center of attention in a restaurant? I’m 
a wine geek and all my friends are wine 
geeks and even we don’t always want the 
evening to be all about the fucking wine. 
In those cases I want a wine with a ton of 
yum-factor, so that each time you take a 
sip it kisses you and retires discreetly.
 Beyond that, far be it from me to fuss 
over your choices. I’m just grateful you’re 
choosing actual clean, competent wine, 
small-batch estate-bottled characterful 
wine, and if I can just edge out one pond-
scum cat-puke wine from a list, I’ve done 
a good days work.



 The German wine region that most re-
sembles what we call “wine country” gets 
very busy as soon as the almond blossoms 
open in mid-March. Many of its visitors 
are excursions from the close-by cities of 
Mannheim, Heidelberg, Ludwigshafen 
and Frankenthal, and for whatever reason 
these folks insist on dry wines, especially 
from the Pinot varieties, which have less 
acidity. So the Pfalz is preponderantly a 
Trocken wine place, which damages the 
cause of diversity but which is at least “vi-
able” because the dry wines can easily be 
good and sometimes are great. Extremely 
hip in the 90s, Pfalz has settled into its 
identity as a kind of anything-goes wine 
region, with plenty of decent to excellent 
reds and outstanding examples of the 
“fragrant” varieties such as Muscat and 
Scheurebe alongside the psychedelic 
Rieslaner and the (too often) banal Sau-
vignon Blanc. Still, one of Europe’s very 
finest Sauv Blancs hails from the folks at 
Von Winning, who have single-handedly 
proven that great wines can come from 
this often loutish variety. Pfalz Rieslings 
are spice-bombs of ginger and pineapple, 
yet none of that is incompatible with great 
class and refinement in the top wines, 
whether dry or not-dry. If you’re a Ger-
man Riesling buyer, this is what you can 
expect: more body and more alcohol. Soft-
er (but not soft) acidity. Overt flavor along 
spice and tropical lines. Savory character. 
Generosity.

PFALZ
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REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Haardt

VINEYARD AREA

21 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

12,500 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Haardter Bürgergarten and Herzog 
(sandstone) 
Haardter Herrenletten 
(loam, clay, marl, limestone) 
Gimmeldinger Mandelgarten 
(loess, sandstone gravel) 
Mußbacher Eselshaut 
(gravel) 
Bruemel in den Mauren 
(sandstone, gravel)

GRAPE VARIETIES

65% Riesling 
10% Weissburgunder 
5% Grauburgunder 
5% Muskateller 
5% Rieslaner 
5% Scheurebe 
5% Spätburgunder

FARMING PRACTICES

Certified Organic

 For newbies, this estate was un-
der the serene guidance of the greatest 
cellarmaster in German wine history, 
one Hans-Günter Schwarz, who made 
the wines from 1962 to 2002 and upon 
whose shoulders an entire generation 
of German vintners are still standing. (I 
sat next to Hans-Günter last month, and 
drank the last wine he made at Catoir, a 
2001 Scheurebe Eiswein, and if anyone’s 
eyes were dry they weren’t mine.) During 
those years it was not at all outlandish to 
claim that Müller-Catoir was the greatest 
estate in Germany. And so Mr. Franzen 
had shoes to fill.
 Franzen is a smart fellow, and he opt-
ed to make his own shoes and fill them, 
not to try and be Hans-Günter 2.0. The 
vineyards didn’t change and the cellar was 
the cellar, so the wines weren’t dissimilar, 
but the domestic wine press seemed to 
succumb to a strange kind of schaden-
freude that had nothing to do with what I 
was tasting year after year. Martin’s sang 
froid is admirable, or else he knows he’ll 
have the last laugh.
 Pfalz estates seem to be evaluated 
through one narrow prism: how good 
are the “serious” dry Rieslings? (Yes, there 
are estates specializing on grapes other 
than Riesling, but if you’re claiming some 
Riesling stature then your dry wines had 
better hit all the notes.) If you take the en-
tirety of Müller-Catoir into account, if you 
include the Muscat (one of the best in the 
world), the astonishing Scheurebes (none 
better in all of Germany), the astonish- 
ing sweet wines from the great Rieslaner, 

you have to wonder—seriously—why any 
other Pfalz estate is considered superior.
 And if you’re a buyer looking for kinky 
wines without sacrificing basic cleanliness, 
can you really do better than Muscat or 
Scheurebe from Catoir? Nah.
 But Franzen, for a variety of reasons, 
seems to wish to loosen the reins on his 
dry Rieslings, to give them more “breath” 
and a less frosty ethereal ambience. 2017 
was suited to that type of wine, but I won-
dered what ’18 would bring. Turns out it 
brings further steps along these lines, 
brought about by all the elements you’d 
expect, e.g, fermentation vessels (and 
temperature) less steel and more cask, 
and all the other “font” questions that 
determine how we “read” the flavors. And 
as the wines open up texturally, Martin 
feels they can afford to be drier—I might 
say, even drier. But he has a cogent vision, 
saying “Wine has to develop from behind. 
When the structure and finish are there, 
the fruit will follow,” and of course he’s 
correct, not to mention that I’m always 
tasting very early, before the fruit can pos-
sibly emerge, and so my view of the wines 
is also curtailed.
 There was a little stand at the front 
door on which me and my Skurnik team 
were welcomed, and there was also a 
small American flag in the tasting room. 
They’d never done it before, and it was 
touchingly earnest and kind. We decided 
not to say the Pledge of Allegiance be-
fore we tasted, but we did agree to MAKE 
SCHEUREBE GREAT AGAIN!

MÜLLER-CATOIR
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2018 Mussbach Pinot Noir Rosé Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-MCT-63-18

No surprise that Catoir offers perhaps the silkiest and most meditative rosé I’ve ever tasted; a classy, sleek and lingering wine 
with honestly exquisite fragrance, it’s a rosé made for people who love to study Riesling. 

2017 Herzog Erste Lage Spätburgunder   
12/750ml | DE-MCT-61-17

This year I want you to see the ambitious, single-site bottling, done in barrique (30% new), because you should see how high 
Franzen can stretch. The cask-sample I tasted is a bit “oaked-up” (and it’s also cellar-cold) but it’s focused and classy and grasps 
what it reaches for, and the long tertiary finish is like a professor’s Burgundy.

RIESLINGS

2018 Haardt Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-MCT-01-18

Haardt, they say, is made up of “yellow mottled sandstone,” and this village wine is more herbal than usual, with the scree-
dusty finish of many ‘18s; balsam and brassica and a submerged pepperiness almost like Veltliner. It’s long, puristic, shady and 
coniferous.

Let me explain two terms. “Coniferous” literally depicts the scent of pine forest, what other tasters might call “Christmas tree;” 
it was a frequent nuance in 2018. And when I refer to a “tertiary finish” I mean the long echo after the initial wash of aftertaste 
fades. Other tasters call it the “retro-nasal” but I find that term to be gross and fugly.

2018 Mandelgarten Erste Lage Riesling Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-MCT-04-18

This was my favorite among a range of tasty single-vineyard wines; the site always seems to give intensely bakey Rieslings 
from its sandy/loessy soil; it was the warmest and most intriguing of the 1er Lage trio; baking bread, crusts, spelt flour—a side 
of Riesling I love and which is hard to find—not led by fruit or even by mineral; it’s warm, inferential, savory, crackery; fields of 
flavor but uncanny. You hardly thought wine could taste like this.

2018 Herrenletten Erste Lage Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-MCT-03-18

It was just too good to resist. I tried! I don’t like clutter any more than you do, but this sandy/marly clay vineyard with veins of 
limestone often entices me, giving Rieslings that can seem to resemble Champagne—in this case a lot like Margaine.

2018 Bürgergarten ‘In Breumel’ Riesling Grosses Gewächs +  +
6/750ml | DE-MCT-10-18 

For the first time, I find this wine in a dramatically higher class than the 1er Lage; it’s Grand Cru from the first sniff; citricity and 
warmth, ample and stony and gingery, assertive but neither brash nor pushy, and the jasmine, white tea and Timut pepper was 
present into the gripping finish. Franzen is making a statement here. This little “Clos” is the best cadaster in the Bürgergarten, 
and this is the most impressive wine it has ever given.

2018 ‘MC’ Riesling  
12/750ml | DE-MCT-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

You will note it does not say “Trocken.” It is made for me, in limited amounts, and it is about as lovely and useful as everyday 
Riesling can be, the kind of not-dry-not-sweet wine the Germans don’t seem to cherish. In ’18 it is plum-blossom perfection.
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2018 Gimmeldinger Riesling Kabinett + 
12/750ml | DE-MCT-31-18

Again I chose the more fascinating, even demanding, of two options. The scent is a riot of every fragrant leaf, led by sweet mint. 
The palate jabs with smelling-salt penetration. The mineral crush is large and stubborn. It’s an introvert’s poem of green and gray.

2018 Bürgergarten Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-MCT-40-18

It’s the fruitier of the Späts but still led by green elements, like a sorrel ice cream with dried apricot; fruit is prominent but doesn’t 
drown out the herb and mineral.
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THE PEYOTE BRIGADE, A.K.A. THE “AROMATIC VARIETIES”

2018 Haardt Muskateller Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-MCT-74-18

I’ve often said you have to go to ZH’s Grand Cru Goldert to find a Muscat equal to Catoir’s, but at times the Alsace wine flirts 
with overripeness while the Catoir never does. That said, this is an unusual vintage, much “yellower” than usual; still shows its 
opal-basil flavor but in an idiom with more tangelo and cardamom; there’s even a pungency of eucalyptus—Muscat as Petit 
Manseng, and yet it resolves into its usual green cilantro finish, with the scree of ’18 bringing up the rear.

2018 ‘MC’ Scheurebe Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-MCT-70-18

I commenced whimpering. There are witnesses. I couldn’t help it, and acted like a pathetic and total dork. This amazing wine 
has all the generosity of ’18 but the purest and most delicate delineation of Scheu flavors—hyssop and fennel more than sage 
and grapefruit, leading into a herbal dusty finish. I think that a person who doesn’t love Scheurebe may not actually possess a 
sense of humor.

2018 Haardt Scheurebe Trocken +  +
12/750ml | DE-MCT-71-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

It’s like the finest Sancerre ever made. Sweet gooseberry and red peppers and rosemary; generous and yet also specific; there’s 
even a hint of Roter Veltliner, but finally the brassica leafiness and minerality prevail, and the eucalyptus length dances dustily 
into the finish.

2018 Haardter Herzog Rieslaner Auslese +  +  + 
6/375ml | DE-MCT-78-18H 

Rieslaner is a crossing bred in Franken, presumably to create a grape which would give Silvaner expression in Franken soils 
and bring Riesling acidity and frost-resistance along. It does seem to make the best Franken wines and good to stunning wine 
anyplace else it’s grown. Which isn’t often, unfortunately. Other growers report its acidity is obstreperous in unripe years,  
but Hans-Günter Schwarz loved it for just that reason. I find it an innately fine variety, which gives more acid than Riesling of 
similar ripeness. Its inherent varietal flavor is lime-grass and berry rather than apple or peach. It can produce the most singular 
great wine on earth, the only great wine of its type. But make no mistake, this is “supernally” great wine; nothing else even 
comes close. Rieslaner is more widely planted than one might suspect, though little of it is bottled as is. Many growers have 
it planted as a kind of secret-weapon to be blended with Riesling! Even five percent Rieslaner will galvanize a decently good 
Riesling, or so I am told, by someone who would never himself do such a thing... If you crossed Petit Manseng and Muscat— 
and peppermint—you’d sort of approximate Rieslaner. Or, not really. For a wine that’s never inscrutable I find Rieslaner fiendishly 
hard to describe. Riesling on Viagra maybe? The fragrance stops you in your tracks. If you were sitting still, it shoves you onto 
the road until you make tracks and then it stops you. You’re numb with incomprehensible beauty – can wine smell better than 
this? The flavors dance spasmodically yet with the most tautly stretched richness and a measured intensity. Fruits of pure 
divinity. Overripe mirabelle – but look, it hardly matters what it “tastes” like, only that it exists in the world and we can join to it, 
and have at least this small moment of paradise.

2018 Haardter Herzog Rieslaner BA  
12/375ml | DE-MCT-80-18H

Haardter Herzog Rieslaner TBA  
12/375ml | DE-MCT-81-18H

No notes were possible for these two still-fermenting wines, but Catoir has always been able to ally the utmost precision to the 
utmost intensity in this style, and man that TBA looks like a beast.
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REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Deidesheim

VINEYARD AREA

40 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

23,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Deidesheim Mäushöhle, 
Paradiesgarten 
(loess, loam, red sandstone) 
Ruppertsberg Reiterpfad 
(sandy loam, red sandstone, marl-lime) 
Deidesheim Grainhübel, 
Langenmorgen and Kieselberg 
(loam, red sandstone, limestone) 
Forst Ungeheuer 
(loess, loam, sandstone, basalt) 
Deidesheim Kalkofen 
(limestone, marl, loam) 
Forst Kirchenstück 
(sandy loam, red sandstone, basalt) 
Pechstein 
(black volcanic basalt with sandy loam)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling, Sauvignon Blanc, 
Weissburgunder, Chardonnay, 
Grauerburgunder, Pinot Noir, 
Muskateller, Scheurebe, 
Gewürztraminer

von WINNING

 We were eating dinner at “LA Jordan,” 
the Michelin 1-star in the Ketschauer Hof 
in Deidesheim, down the street from the 
winery. The place is everything you hope 
a 1-star would ever be; not fussy (the 
staff are in jeans), full of panache and 
creativity, fun food, the kind that makes 
you swear pleasurably (“Damn, this shit’s 
good!”) and moreover, they have a yum-
my wine list, from which we ordered a 
horizontal of Pechstein Riesling, same 
vintage, from Bassermann, Buhl, one of 
the Spindlers (in Forst), and Andreas Hut-
wohl ran off and returned with a Pech-
stein from Von Winning, and our lineup 
was complete.
 It was something like having Les Clos 
Chablis from four or five of its makers, 
and coming to the Raveneau, and finding 
it not exactly “better,” but ineluctably dif-
ferent. Scanning among these wonderful 
Rieslings, most of them offered what I’d 
call a delicious explication of Pechstein, 
spoken in clear diction and grammat-
ically proper sentences. But when the 
von Winning was tasted, it was another 
thing entirely. It was more like Pechstein 
in the form of music or of poetry; it was 
indirect, allusive; the terroir was all there 
but it presented through a lovely veil of 
cellar-sweetness, breathy cask and fresh 
lees, pealing like big bells, offering a shim-
mer by which the divine is addressed. 
 Was this the aim of Stefan Attmann 
back in 2008 when he was tasked with 
creating a great winery from what was 
the honorable but unexceptional old “Dr. 
Deinhard” estate? Stefan, never at a loss 
for affect (and rarely for words) would 
probably agree: he set about to make no-

effort-spared world-class wines, with the 
great White Burgundies as his paradigm, 
and where he has ended up is probably 
not quite where he imagined himself 
and his wines living. Some of the wines 
are grand, certainly, but as a whole I find 
them wines of atmosphere, visible and 
intangible the way light is visible and in-
tangible. And for me it is Raveneau, not 
Coche-Dury, who is the spirit animal for 
these Rieslings.
 There are a lot of wines and it doesn’t 
do to power through them, so we take the 
better part of a day, doing the non-Ries-
lings in the morning and the Rieslings in 
the afternoon. The 2017 Rieslings put us 
all in a curiously pensive state. We had 
time to let them exhale; we had time to let 
ourselves breathe. And we saw again the 
old, old truth, that “tasting” is a contest 
but “drinking” is a companionship. Even 
if we weren’t quite drinking (though no 
one had to drive afterwards, and I myself 
took the occasional furtive sip, if by “oc-
casional” you mean “20 or 30 times.”)
 It happened again with the 2018 GGs, 
which I think will express the more “femi-
nine” profile of these Rieslings in contrast 
to the burlier ‘17s.
 Or so I suppose. The estate’s new prac-
tice of delaying release of the GGs until 
two Januaries after the vintage means I 
am somewhat betwixt, tasting finished 
wines (in this case ‘17s) we’re mostly sold 
out of, and unfinished wines we won’t of-
fer for nine more months. There’s no point 
relitigating my objections to this prac-
tice—this was done in World Of Fine Wine 
recently and I needn’t keep hammering 
away at it. Attmann and Hutwohl are sin-
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cerely convinced it is best for the wines, 
and I respect both their sincerity and their 
depth of knowledge and experience. They 
believe those wines are hastened into the 
market because of sales pressure and that 
it diminishes them. I’m instinctively sym-
pathetic to such a view. I just have no em-
pirical evidence to support it.
 It bears mentioning that the “novel-
ty” of Pfalz Riesling in new (or otherwise 
prominent) wood has mostly worn off. 
No one else is imitating it—that I can 
see—and everyone genially tolerates this 
rogue-variable on the scene. But I have a 
story for you.
 We had dinner guests not long ago, 
a cordial and interesting couple who’d 
won a raffle to have an at-home dinner 

cooked by my Beard-Awarded chef wife, 
with wines by her feckless wine-import-
er spouse. We didn’t know these very 
nice people, but I was dismayed by the 
host-bottles they brought—two Califor-
nia wines with very high alcohol (over 
16% in one case), and by their cheery 
announcement that the gentleman was 
a “big Cab man myself.” Well then.
 After Champagne, I opened a Riesling. 
It was the 2015 Langenmorgen GG from 
von Winning. I thought the dryness and 
woody aromas would reassure them, and 
I was correct, but what I wasn’t prepared 
for was their enthusiastic fascination with 
that wine, the likes of which they had nev-
er had and didn’t think existed. “This is 
Riesling? Really?” I then took us through 

a sequence of high-impact but high-de-
tail dry whites—Nigl and Bründlmayer 
entered the fray at various points—but 
that first Riesling was the door-opener, 
and so I ended the evening with the 2013 
Pechstein GG, just to show that a wine 
with psychedelic florality and mineral 
could offer as much sensual impact as the 
wines they were accustomed to. I made 
my point, but it would have been much 
more difficult without von Winning Ries-
lings to lead the charge. These are Ries-
lings that speak a dialect that everyone 
understands, and while they don’t com-
promise they do meet the Riesling-wary 
drinker halfway. So Riesling-evangelists, 
take heed.

EVERYTHING BUT RIESLING (ALMOST…)

2016 Pinot Noir ‘II’ 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-60-16

This entry-level Pinot shows how far Germany has come, an unremarkable wine from an unremarkable vintage (for reds), it is 
sweetly spicy, stylish and pretty and just a little dusty.

2015 Pinot Noir ‘Violette’ 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-62-15

The best casks are selected for this “GG” type, which will soon become a GG. An ambitious wine, it spills over its banks in the 
ripe strong 2015 vintage, big and tannic, showing the robust face of ’15 rather than the “sweet” one. It’s impressive and I want 
you to see it, but I myself am fonder of the little ’16. Clearly I am prima-facie crazy.

Riesling Extra Brut, N.V. +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-78-NV

A pre-disgorgement sample based on 2017, to be disgorged “when we need it,” yet this feels quite complete and stylish; a 
super-pretty Pfalz Riesling aroma, angular and herbal but creamy and warm like sunny flowering meadows; this is actually 
outstanding and I hope it persists after disgorging.

Brut Rosé 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-79-NV

As last year, it’s 60-40 PN/CH, made by assemblage, cask-aging for the wine, based on 2015; it’s elegant and cool, direct and 
fruit-forward, and a little over-assertive, as if from a very fresh disgorgement. It will find its inner elegance, I’m sure.

2017 Weissburgunder ‘II’  + 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-73-17

The two riper ones speak a language we know—literally that of white Burgundy—but this swell little guy is singular and particular, 
and precisely the way I love Pinot Blanc to be, a poise between langoustine and hay and leesy fluff, and a finish like toasted 
brioche.
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2018 Sauvignon Blanc ‘II’ 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-70-18

2018 Sauvignon Blanc ‘I’ +  +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-71-18

2017 Sauvignon Blanc ‘I’  +  +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-71-17

2017 Sauvignon Blanc ‘500’ +  +
6/750ml | DE-VWN-72-17

How did I ever live without von Winning Sauvignon Blanc? I mean really. And how did they ever forgive my stubborn reluctance 
to taste these wines all those years ago?

Attmann doesn’t look to the Loire for his model; he looks to White Bordeaux, and if he doesn’t deliberately look to Styria, his 
wines themselves do, to the volcanic zone around Kitzeck and also in southeast-Styria. He will protest that his wines don’t have 
the (often) excessive alcohol of the top Styrians—correctly—but I’m talking more about flavors per se.

The basic 2018 is direct and red-peppery. The palate is fun, a little phenolic at the end; it reminds me of the Vetiver “X-Treme” 
of Guerlin. It’s a little yawp-y and frisky.

The 2018 “I” recalls my all-time favorite 2013, and only ‘18’s jalapeño nibble obtrudes upon its eerie serenity. The ’17 remains 
broad and smoky; the Styria cognate is vivid here. The ’18 will ship later this year.

Finally the “500,” named after the casks in which it is raised, extends this smokiness past the frontier of the “varietal” and 
entirely into eros and witchcraft and incense and voodoo.

RIESLINGS WE CAN SELL YOU IN 2019

2018 Estate Riesling +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-01-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Along with Künstler this is the best estate Riesling in the portfolio, and the best that could be conceived. As proud as they justly 
are of their lordly GGs, this is the wine that shows their true genius. An utter classic Pfalz, with euphoric fruit, classic earthiness, 
lip-smacking balance, enticing saltiness.

2018 Paradiesgarten Erste Lage Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-04-18

The best vintage I recall of this surprising wine; curvaceous and leafy, the often-noted caraway seed nuance, along with ‘18s 
beaming plum-blossom aromas and the fennel and mirabelle-drenched palate could hardly be more fetching. The salty finish 
also doesn’t hurt!

2018 Reiterpfad Erste Lage Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-VWN-05-18

Many growers would bottle this wine as a GG; it’s probably the best site in Ruppertsberg (though Bürklin has a claim with its 
monopole Gaisböhl); this ’18 is peachy, sweet white corn, chervil and tarragon; it’s more melodic than Paradiesgarten but with an 
aloe vera and sorrel note common to good ‘18s; it’s the most appealing of the 1er Lages, sweet-natured and with a lovely grace.

2018 Leinhöhle Erste Lage Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-VWN-06-18

I had always placed this among the “GG”-level sites in Deidesheim, but Andreas tells me it slipped off that lofty platform after 
Flurbereinigung and is now a “mere” 1er Lage. Regardless, I love it and am glad to offer it. The wine is really earthy and purple—
violets, lavender—there’s very little similar to it except maybe the Rheingau’s Winkeler Jesuitengarten (see Spreitzer…)—this 
shows an exceptionally complex florality as it breathes—not fruit, not earth, not mineral – and is uncanny and long. This one’s 
coming home with me.
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RIESLINGS I CAN SELL YOU IN 2020
A.K.A. the 2018 GGs, for which these notes are preliminary. All ship in cases of 6.  
 
Grainhübel (DE-VWN-10-18) is Pfalz at its most winsome and pretty, plum again, like a more refined Leinhöhle, exceptional 
filigree green detail. ++ 

Kalkofen (DE-VWN-11-18) is its usual muscular self, impressive and +(+) 

Kieselberg (DE-VWN-17-18) is slim and dear, and as usual represents just a little dip in the crest-line. 

Langenmorgen (DE-VWN-13-18) is the usual silvery mineral madness, ++ 

Ungeheuer (DE-VWN-12-18) is a lusty sweet bellow, the least evolved one yet +(+) while...

Pechstein DE-VWN-15-18) is a brash, explicit shriek of flower and stone, incipient right now, (++) 

Jesuitengarten (DE-VWN-16-18) has a really glowing and resplendent aroma, the sweetest semolina dumpling in the sweetest 
chicken stock, yet the palate is surprisingly taut and adamant. Where might it go? (+) 

And finally, Kirchenstück (DE-VWN-14-18) has its Gregorian medieval scholar face, and every bit of its inscrutable genius. It’ll be 
+++ if it doesn’t absorb much more wood. (This may have been an issue with the ’17…) But Kirchenstück is basically…what?  
It isn’t exactly “amazing.” It’s mystic but it’s a mysticism of tangible things, cherries and stones, yet it’s at the end of something 
hidden, some place so far from everything that it has its own silence. If you’re a person like me, who feels that somewhere in 
the world there is a purity so quiet I can never find it or access it, that isn’t exactly hidden but still cannot be found, a wine like 
this will speak to your longing. 
 
AMONG THE ‘17S, assuming any are still to be had, my own favorites are Grainhübel and Langenmorgen—which always seem 
to be my favorites—while Jesuitengarten is really elegant and beautiful.
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 Another world here than up the road 
at von Winning. Müller is an old-school 
German estate selling mostly to a base of 
private customers, and to local taverns 
and restaurants. They aren’t “trendy.” 
But the current proprietor Stefan Müller’s 
father, Kurt, was also cellar master at a 
venerable Forst estate, long out of busi-
ness (but whose wines I sold in my early 
days) called Wilhelm Spindler, and when 
the old gentleman died his widow leased 
the best vineyards to Kurt as a reward for 
his service and loyalty. It helps to have 
truly exceptional land. And when you 
find a grower like this, you can score ter-
roir-saturated wines of impeccable aris-
tocracy, yet the prices are most gentle and 
the folks are super down to earth. Thus 
Müller was able to offer every great Forst 
Cru—Freundstück, Ungeheuer, Jesuiten-
garten, Pechstein, Kirchenstück. And still 
is. So we walk in the door at an unfussy 
domaine with unfussy prices and are 
greeted with an array of Crus that boggles 
the mind— and at prices that boggle the 
mind. To me this is more important than 
what the VDP calls “price-politics,” which 
is a fancy term for “charge whatever you 
can get—” it’s how you communicate 
how Important the vineyards are—but 
by no means less than—X. Müller, not a 
VDP member, probably never to be a VDP 
member, charges what he needs in order 
to support a family and has no need for 
“symbolism,” and because of that he’s a 
hero of mine and a boon to you.
 The general polish and grace of the 
2018s speaks well to the increasing polish 
and grace of Stefan Müller’s wines. The 
lineup also contained its share of surprises.

REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Forst

VINEYARD AREA

17 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

14,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Forster Kirchenstück 
(limestone, sandy loam, basalt) 
Forster Jesuitengarten 
(sandstone, sandy loam, basalt) 
Forster Ungeheuer 
(sandstone, gravel, basalt) 
Forster Pechstein 
(basalt) 
Forster Freundstück 
(sandstone, gravel, limestone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

80% Riesling 
10% Grauburgunder 
and Weissburgunder 
10% red varieties 
(mostly Spätburgunder)

EUGEN MÜLLER



20 2019 Germany � Pfalz � Eugen Müller

2018 Forster Riesling Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-07-18

This “village wine” is a pre-selection from Pechstein, Musenhang and Jesuitengarten, and is full of character and balance even 
though it’s just been bottled. Salty and juicy, focused yet with the basic genialty of this grower’s wine.

Markedly fine for a mere village wine, I need you to appreciate: this is as though a Burgundy grower offered you a “Morey St 
Denis” made from young vines in Clos St Denis, Clos de la Roche and Bonnes Mares. Like that would ever happen.

2018 Forster Ungeheuer Riesling Kabinett Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-02-18

The nicest of three dry Kabs, it shows a high-toned forest-y breath of ’18 yet still true to the lusty salted-caramel Ungeheuer 
juju; length and delicacy here, as if Dönnhoff’s Brücke were somehow made in Forst; even the spine of mineral is yielding. ’18 at 
its most bewitching.

2018 Forster Freundstück Riesling Spätlese Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-08-18

Just a pittance of a wine we usually can’t get, this reminded me of Jesuitengarten in its elegant warmth; beautiful and friendly, 
I’d serve it cool but not cold, as I would White Burgundy, the better to appreciate its glowing welcoming finish.

2018 Forster Kirchenstück ‘Cyriakus’ Riesling Spätlese Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-04-18

This is superb, theological and profound, intense and craggy, salty and lush, mystic and intricate and long. In the best way it talks 
to sadness, faces with lines, the knowledge of absences and the seams in the world where you sometimes slip through. It is not 
a shallow person’s wine.
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2018 Forster Pechstein Riesling Kabinett Feinherb 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-23-18

In line with the general tardiness of Pechstein this year, it’s hard to describe this wine accurately. After so many years when it’s 
been so perfect, do I assume it just missed the target in 2018? More likely it just isn’t ready. It seems likely to knit on the stony 
side, but there’s a tertiary fruit seeming to emerge.

2018 Riesling ‘Vom Basalt’ Forster Mariengarten Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-EMU-30-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Basalt is the soil of the Pechstein, where this wine comes from. It isn’t called “Pechstein” because Müller’s private clientele 
know the (Grosslage) name “Mariengarten,” and I don’t want to bother the guy with a custom label—more work, another A.P. 
number he’d have to get, who needs it? Also, this is a super-aromatic lot fermented with a less vigorous yeast that guarantees 
an incomplete result, i.e., residual sugar. This is gentler than to intervene to stop a fermentation by chilling, filtering or sulfuring. 
But if you quake with righteous dread at the very thought of cultured yeast... well, um yes: thinking is hard. So—as you see I 
have three wines from Pechstein to show you: dry, not-quite-dry, and sweet. And they came to mind when somebody said 
that true minerality could not be expressed in a sweet wine. Which only goes to show that even smart people can have dumb 
ideas. This guy has his own sense of what “mineral” flavors are, and he finds them obscured by what he registers as a fructose 
blanket. Whereas I don’t—yet where does that get us? His database is different from mine. I take it in good faith that he’s 
reporting his empirical reality, just as I’m reporting mine, and so it’s possible we don’t mean the same thing by “minerality.”

But I’ll pretend we do, just to keep the subject alive. It is clear that flavors other than fruits or herbs or spices or flowers are 
more explicit—at least in very young wines—when little to no sweetness is present. The same wines with enough bottle age to 
have shed their baby fat, and the same wines with the requisite years in-bottle to be “ready to drink,” will again display those 
“mineral” flavors in an even more attractive way, as part of a piquant and fascinating dialogue with fruits and herbs and flowers 
and spices. And so the most you can reasonably say is that sweetness seems to suppress mineral expression in extremely 
young wine. But the payoff is an even more lovely gesture of minerality when the wine is less infantile. To make a broad-brush 
proclamation that “you can’t taste minerality in sweet wines” is, in the spirit of charity and civility, obtuse and inaccurate.

Please note that I’m addressing minerality by itself in isolation. The question of terroir can encompass what we call mineral 
flavors, but not only those, and sometimes not even saliently those flavors. To be sure, the terroir elements of Pechstein show 
as a type of stoniness, but more importantly as blossoming trees, cherry, grape-hyacinth, licorice and many other un-stony 
flavors. I’d also argue that it’s the animated conversation among those flavors that can best show the greatness of the terroir— 
more than just stony flavors alone. Many of the most mineral wines I have ever tasted were wines with sweetness, and so I 
suspect my “opponent” (who’s actually a sweet guy) has an axe to grind about sweetness and thinks the mineral business 
proves his point. 

Well this Pechstein is singing! A really fetching, enticing aroma leads to an angular herb-y oolong-y wine that’s none too sweet; 
wisteria and tarragon, petals and stones – Pechstein. It tastes Feinherb, and may be the best vintage yet.

2018 Forster Ungeheuer Riesling Spätlese + 
12/750ml | DE-EMU-40-18

Another once-in-twenty-years vintage of this; concentrated umami and a bone-broth saltiness render a rare beauty. It’s a type 
of Pfalz wine that wears heavy boots but’s still light on its feet.

2018 Forster Kirchenstück Riesling Auslese + ( + ) 
12/500ml | DE-EMU-80-18F 

If there’s a legacy wine in this offering, here it is. I have shown it whenever it’s been made, and I don’t recall a vintage when it 
wasn’t made! This ’18 is a work in progress (is the sweetness right, could it use a sojourn in cask?) and all I can say is, without 
botrytis the body is especially limpid and silky and the underlying saltiness is lingering, and the wine overall looks to be sinuous 
and shady.

2018 Gewürztraminer Spätlese ‘Reiterpfad’  
12/750ml | DE-EMU-70-18

It has to be a fantasy-name, ostensibly, since the site-name is only registered as a “GG” for Riesling. Whatever…. 

The wine is salty and on the dry side, a Gewürz that’s actually structured and firm; ripe and earthy like Alsace but limpid and 
polished like Germany.



22 2019 Germany � Pfalz � Herbert Meßmer

REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Burrweiler

VINEYARD AREA

25 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

26,700 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Burrweiler Schäwer 
and Weyhrer Michelsberg 
(slate) 
Burrweiler Schloßgarten 
(loam, limestone) 
Burrweiler Altenforst 
(sandstone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Grauburgunder 
Weissburgunder 
Gewürztraminer 
Muskateller 
Spätburgunder 
St. Laurent

FARMING PRACTICES

In conversion to 
biodynamic viticulture

 Things are astir for this family, in ways 
I’m not at liberty to divulge yet, but which 
will constitute a “change,” and for Gregor 
Meßmer, a welcome change. It will not 
change the wines, though, as this is how 
he likes them to be. Meßmer is the kind 
of estate I like and no one else cherishes 
the way I wish they would. The wines are 
scrupulously clear, perhaps a little cere-
bral, kind of wire-rimmed-glasses kind 
of wines. That kind of clarity and judi-
ciousness scratches an itch for me, but 
others might yearn for more sensuality 
and hedonism. There’s also the problem 
that you don’t know Gregor Meßmer, be-
cause he hates to travel and doesn’t speak 
English, so he’s never been here. But, if 
you’re a wine lover whose tastes extend 
past the party-hearty, I know you’ll like 
these and also that you’ll find them rare. 
It takes courage to make such wines, and 
we who like them are underserved.
 Gregor Meßmer initiated biodynam-
ic viticulture starting with vintage ’11. 
“I’m the sort of man who deliberates a 
long time, but once I decide I implement 
immediately,” he says. So let’s watch and 
see what happens. The transition, as you 
know, is the hard part. But when I asked 
him how it was going, he said “Maybe less 
difficult than I thought. After all, I had 
paved the way over many years while I 
was considering it. So that when we took 
the final step, it wasn’t such a radical 
change.”
 “What nature gives, we want as much 
as possible to preserve,” says Gregor. “The 
most important factor is the soil, its com- 

position, its mineral content. We ferment 
in small parcels, without any fining, and 
with the gentlest possible handling. We 
rack only once between fermentation and 
bottling. Our goal is the conservation of 
the individuality of each grape variety, 
the production of wine with a fruity and 
piquant acidity, that needs time to reach 
its peak. It’s also very important that the 
wine be pleasant and usable, wines for 
drinking.” “The most beautiful wines are 
those which have had the least ‘winemak-
ing’.” That’s the reductivist credo as clearly 
as it has ever been stated. It gives Gregor 
the kind of wine he most likes to drink: 
“Clear wine with a clear line of flavor, 
wine with a fruity acidity, sleek wine that 
doesn’t make you full, but that you can 
drink the entire evening; I want the taste 
of ripe sweet grapes in the wine, even if 
it’s dry. Finally I like wine with the greatest 
possible number of uses.”
 No one likes a word such as “cerebral” 
when you want to sell wine. At least un-
til there’s a glass in your hand, and you 
get blasted away by how impressive the 
contents are. What would you call wines 
like these, then? Not “sensual,” not “he-
donistic,” not “gushing fruit-bombs leer-
ing seductively at you.” Cerebral—which 
doesn’t mean “cold” and doesn’t mean 
“bloodless” and doesn’t mean “geeky.” 
It means they taste not only like a smart 
person made them; they taste as though 
they them- selves are smart. They have a 
surgeon’s calm and poise. Or rather, most 
of them do. Every once in a while there’s 
a wicked rogue who slips off the leash.

HERBERT MEßMER
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REDS, PINKS, BUBBLES

2016 Spätburgunder 
12/1000ml | DE-MES-60-16L 

Frisky and fruity, not as opulent as the ’15 but also less rhubarb. There’s structure here, purity, balanced wood and elegant 
tannin.

2015 St. Laurent +
12/750ml | DE-MES-67-15

You’ll be asked to accept a little brett. A little, and quite benign compared to the rampant flaws so many people accept…
let’s say, elsewhere. Even many “clean” southern Rhônes show more, and a certain fleeting reduction is not uncommon in St 
Laurent. In this case the palate is so lovely it easily overrides the funk. Lavish, juicy, vinous; atmospheres of smoke and plummy 
sweetness. This is really stylin’.

2016 Spätburgunder Rosé Brut  
12/750ml | DE-MES-79-16 

Remember the mind-warping 2009 and 2010? The base wines are cask-aged for six months before tirage and were on the lees 
for many years thereafter. The wine was like an agreeably rustic version of Vilmart Rubis. Obviously this 2016 hasn’t had the 
long tirage of its forbears, but Gregor has it disgorged in small as-needed batches, and this one is the first. It’s still an original, 
even radical Rosé, less earthy than the 2010, but currant-leaf and rhubarb prevail in a singular fizz. If you like Heidi Schröck’s 
Biscaya, you’ll like this too.

RIESLINGS

2017 Riesling Feinherb +
12/1000ml | DE-MES-21-17L

Hear this: it’s the best Riesling I’ve ever tasted or offered in a liter bottle. The best. It’s incomprehensible for it to exist at all. 
Massive aromas of hyssop, fennel and pea-shoot; fabulous length and grip, unbelievable fruit and perfect balance. This has 
been blessed with grace and strength.

2018 Riesling ‘Buntstandstein’ Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-MES-11-18

The pick among a strong quartet of terroir-named wines for the second year in a row; it’s long and complex and silky; you can 
call it “cerebral” but I find it hedonistic in its playful generosity and charcuterie savor. Has the salty-dusty 2018 finalé. Cellar-temp 
please; too chilled and you’ll strangle the fruit. 

2018 Schäwer Riesling GG 
6/750ml | DE-MES-14-18

It is the only slate vineyard between the lower Nahe and Andlau, in Alsace. Pronounce it like (electric) shaver, and try not to 
wince when I say the wine cuts close; the ’18 is a rich, silky vintage, dark slate and conifer, mizuna and fennel seed; the palate 
is classy, ripe and zingy, and the finish is rather strict and clipped. It’s a fine example of a type of Riesling much clamored for 
within Germany. One taster will appreciate its unyielding integrity, while another feels a little admonished.

2018 ‘Muschelkalk’ Riesling Kabinett Feinherb +  +
12/750ml | DE-MES-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

I don’t know when this wine has ever been better. Our friend from fossil-bearing limestone is a three-dimensional beauty, with 
exotic almost Muscat-like aromas and even a nuance of Scheurebe pyrazine; the palate is a whirligig of stone, lavish tart fruits 
(mirabelles) and also pears and Cox’s Orange Pippin, leading to a seemingly endless mineral finish. Bravo!
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2017 Burrweiler Schäwer Riesling Spätlese ‘Grosser Lage’ +
12/750ml | DE-MES-31-17

The only slate vineyard between the Nahe and Andlau in Alsace, which is catnip for rock-heads and which can make you 
wonder if you’re tasting some Mosel-refugee all the way down here in the sultry Pfalz. Gregor agreed to reduce the RS as we 
agreed the wine was more terroiré without the wash of fructose. It recalls the excellent 2007, only riper. Slate! Energy, spice, 
vitality, dialogue of smoke and rocks and tarragon and ginger; zip and zing but rich and dense; salty, with some mint between 
wintergreen and spearmint. Sensational!

THE WILD BOYS

2018 Muskateller Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-MES-71-18

A superb vintage of this, and Muscat on its “best behavior;” it’s wearing a suit but has neck-tats and a man bun. There’s a density, 
a Rainier cherry fruit and an opal basil back palate, with lime-salt and discreet mineral on the charming finish.

2018 Burrweiler Gewürztraminer Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-MES-76-18

I’ve never tasted better from this variety in Germany, as though it cut a deal with Meßmer to behave and “be polite, for once,” 
yet without squandering its juju or being bland. This ’18 is just beautiful, more lychee and plantain than rose; sleek and almost 
crystalline yet varietally scrupulous; it’s gentle but not slack or fleshy or decadent. Andrew Jefford’s great line about “drink[ing] 
with the panthers” springs to mind. 

2017 Burrweiler Altenforst Rieslaner Spätlese +  + 
12/750ml | DE-MES-78-17

I like to hang around the high-priests of Rieslaner, because we have a secret that almost nobody else knows. Good Rieslaner is 
like having sex when you’re stoned. It expands the limits of “reality” and increases the parameters of complexity until you notice 
more things than you can assimilate, let alone describe. It’s like you’ve been lit on fire. Rieslaner isn’t usually spiritual; it is para-
sensual.

You follow the thread from Hans-Günter Schwarz from his Müller-Catoir days (and he himself discovered the grape in Franken), 
linking it to the current regime at Catoir, and to Minges (who apprenticed there), Darting (ditto), and Meßmer (whose father was 
close friends with Schwarz) and now I have four Deacons-o-Rieslaner to share with you, and a variety which, if you only knew it, 
would change any idea you ever had about what was possible in wine.

Meßmer’s ’17 Rieslings are so explosive the Rieslaner doesn’t detonate as vividly as usual in contrast—at least at first. Actually, 
it’s just coiled, and with a few minutes in the glass it seems to burst, almost impossibly detailed and complex; it’s sweet but 
doesn’t feel “sugary.” Just grandiose.
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 Regine’s baby is on the scene and 
Theo’s a granddad, plus it was his birth-
day and when we arrived the little par-
lor-cum-tasting room was jammed with 
people tasting wine and well-wishing.
 For a Buddhist, our hero is, let’s say, a 
little wound up. Not for him the monkish 
serenity! He was just as full of beans as 
always, about his energy fields. For Theo, 
these things are tangible and even tac-
tile. He has the Buddhist’s affectionate 
assumption that all life is united, and it’s 
from that frame of reference that he ap-
proaches his vineyards. It’s actually sim-
ple: he wants to glean, honor and nurture 
the vines’ expressive force, and transmit 
it into his wines.
 A magpie approached the window 
just outside the tasting room. Funny 
how such a striking illustrious bird can 
also be so obstreperous, I observed, but 
Theo didn’t agree. “My mother had a mag-
pie as a pet,” he said, “And the bird was 
so tame it would fly into her room in the 
morning while she was still sleeping, and 
lift her eyelids to wake her so she’d feed it. 
And when she was out in the vineyards, 
pruning or binding, the bird would trot 
alongside her.”
 This family, I dare say, is different from 
mine or yours....

 But I don’t want to imply he’s one of 
the naturalistas, albeit the basic sympa-
thies align. He’s my kind of “natural” wine 
grower, as we agree about the excesses af-
flicting some of that community’s wines. 
“They wanted to go back to the roots, 
but found themselves in the mud,” he 
said—wisely. He’s also one of the very 
few growers in the southern Pfalz who 
will still make Rieslings with sweetness. 
They take their place alongside the dry 
wines, as they should. Lately I’m find- 
ing Minges to be the spirit-kin of Niko-
laihof, not because the wines are simi-
lar—though some are— but because the 
ways of life are aligned. There’s a kind of 
respect shown to wine in each house, an 
assumption that wine is an equally valid 
being. This isn’t the same as the way one 
might regard wine as an aesthetic object, 
how good or how great it tastes. That’s 
like judging a dog by how many tricks it 
can do. They are both the classicists and 
the radicals of the region. They hew to a 
conservative line in their choice of grapes 
but they’re entirely singular in their cellar 
work, which is based on highly extended 
gross-lees aging.
 They are certified organic but it seems 
we don’t of officially recognize the certifi-
er so it doesn’t show on the label.

REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Flemlingen

VINEYARD AREA

25 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

15,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Flemlinger Zechpeter 
and Burrweiler Schlossgarten 
(loess-loam) 
Gleisweiler Hölle 
(sandstone, limestone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Scheurebe 
Muskateller 
Gewürztraminer 
Grauburgunder 
Spätburgunder

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing organic viticulture

THEO & REGINE MINGES
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RIESLINGS

2018 Riesling Gleisweiler Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-MIN-06-18

Buntsandstein. Exotic, pretty aromas, aloe and herb-tea, it’s an herbal ripe wine in general, with hints of pyrazine but also with 
sweet white talc and white tea and jasmine rice; it has a gently leesy charm that doesn’t ingratiate, leading to one of those 
scree finishes so many ‘18s show.

2018 Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-39-18

It’s exactly what it should be and could be—his style in this vintage. A richness of crushed dried flowers and extract that feels 
like powder; the wine is starchy like Basmati rice. Firmly spicy rather than suavely fruity.

2018 Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-40-18

Now there’s more tangelo than the more lemony Kabinett, though this doesn’t seem “sweeter;” this section (of Gleisweiler Hölle,  
where it comes from) has more limestone and thus more strength, chewiness and sense of acidity, density. Classy, true Spätlese.

2018 Riesling Auslese ‘GK’ 
6/375ml | DE-MIN-50-18H

For me this was the class of four Auslesen, a stylish non-botrytised wine with lime, balsam, aloe; silvery and jasmine-like; it isn’t 
racy yet in its more yielding way it’s a refined true Auslese. (I’m using “true” a lot here – there’s a clue to this domain…)

ILL-MANNERED OBSTREPEROUS VARIETIES 
YOU HATE YOURSELF FOR LOVING…

2018 Gleisweiler Scheurebe Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-MIN-70-18

Stern! Sage and cassis; adamant and dry with a currant-leafy finish and a dark smokiness. An earnest kinky guy.

2018 Scheurebe Feinherb +  + 
12/750ml | DE-MIN-71-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Ask me what are my favorite wines in my portfolio, and this one’s in the top-5, not to mention it’s perfect, perfect at the table, 
and perfect as disarming peoples’ apprehensions—will they like the unknown grape, will they be OK with a little sweetness? 
And omigod, this shit’s GOOD! I mean, David Chang should get a transfusion of this wine, it’s been put on earth for his cooking. 
I can’t keep it in the cellar, we reach for it so often, and this ’18 has even more talc and spindrift and all the salts and pineapple 
and ginger of this vintage.

2018 Scheurebe Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-77-18

Literally the very moment this was poured the phone rang, with Hans-Günter Schwarz on the line to wish his friend Theo a 
happy birthday. Telepathy! For as great as HGS’ Rieslings were (not to mention his supernal Rieslaners) I have often thought he 
had his deepest accord with Scheurebe, which best expressed his modest and wizardly genius.

This ’18 shows the sagey side of Scheu, earthy and salty; lusty, not refined but also not rustic. Just a countrified and vital 
Scheurebe.
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2018 Gelber Muskateller Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-80-18

If Muscat is too blatant for you, this one, while not aloof, is charmingly diffident. It shows a chalky sort of talc, a fluff of scree over 
the spicy Muscat core; character in spades but not gaudy. The empty glass smells like pure opal basil.

2018 Rieslaner Spätlese +  +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-74-18

What’s left to say? I’ve never tasted a mundane Rieslaner, and my producers are the best of the best with it. Theo said “olive oil” 
and Regine said “herbs” and it’s all true plus a thousand things we could have said but didn’t.

2018 Gewürztraminer Spätlese ‘Edition Rosenduft’ +  +
12/750ml | DE-MIN-82-18

The kind of wine where you think “You know, I’d forgotten how much I like Gewürz when it’s this good…” for we are deep into 
Zind-Humbrecht territory here; though this is pure ludicrous fun it also has length and saltiness and a firm lychee shimmer that 
almost reads dry. Saturated, expressive, otherworldly.
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 “Simple” wines, you might say, and 
yet I have three pages of notes from this 
visit. Simplicity—if that’s even what this 
is—can be a virtue when it’s allied to 
honesty and deliciousness, as it is here. 
It also makes me rather happy that there’s 
nothing remotely hip about Darting. Just 
a bunch of wines that taste wonderful, 
that haven’t forgotten how to just do the 
fucking job without making it all about 
their adorable ego.
 Is this some sort of filthy “commer-
cialism?” If so, I do not disavow it. After 
a sterling collection in 2017 these ‘18s 
aren’t far behind, if they’re behind at 
all. If you’re new to Darting, then in es-
sence they’re the noblest side of (dirty 
word) commercialism, giving helpful 
affordable wines that don’t demand 
but also don’t insult your intelligence. 
I both like and respect this estate, be-
cause of course great estates make great 
wines, but when do commercial es-
tates make wines as fine as these?   
 When I first introduced this estate 
back in 1992, they were seen as mini-Ca-

toirs, offering a similar primary fruit-driv-
en vivid style of wine at really low prices, 
from a young vintner who trained and re-
mained pals with Hans-Günter Schwarz. 
The wines are still delicious, the prices are 
still low, but there’s nothing else for the 
hipster to grab on to—as if tasty wines at 
low prices weren’t enough. I’ll put it this 
way: say you’d spent a bunch of consec-
utive evenings eating cutting-edge food, 
very edgy and com- pelling. (Lucky you; I 
love that kind of food too, and wish I were 
your BFF and could have joined you.) 
 Then one evening you’re in a more 
mainstream restaurant and you’re served 
a perfect piece of wild turbot, cooked cor-
rectly and garnished sensitively. And you 
take the first bite and think, ah, FOOD. I 
forgot what FOOD tasted like, and how 
good it could be. That’s Darting. Every-
thing is delicious in any zone of sweet-
ness, and the wines are charming and 
arrive at the table eager to be helpful. 
Perfect wines when the nth degree of 
complexity isn’t warranted. And they are 
not contrived—just honest!

REGION / SUB REGION

Pfalz / Bad-Dürkheim

VINEYARD AREA

25 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

20,800 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Spielberg and Herrenberg 
(limestone-marl) 
Hochbenn 
(sandy loam)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Gewürztraminer 
Muskateller 
Scheurebe 
Pinot Noir 
Pinot Meunier 
Rieslaner 
St. Laurent 
Dornfelder

KURT DARTING
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FIZZ, REDS, PINKS

2016 St Laurent (Dürkheimer Feuerberg) 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-62-16

The site-name is in parentheses because it may or may not appear. I think it’s unnecessary, but I’m not jiggy with forcing them 
to print an alternate label just for little me. 

In any case the wine is pure yummy Dartingness, radiant with pure competence (i.e. none of this variety’s sometimes 
inconvenient reductions) and like many of Darting’s reds it has a dusty 2nd dimension that augments the purity of fruit. In its 
way this wine is truly superb.

2017 Pinot Meunier (Dürkheimer Feuerberg) 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-61-17

I’m glad y’all love this recherché little critter, though I wrote last year that I myself prefer when it leads with ripe but not overripe 
fruit, and when the alcohol’s well south of 14%. So if you been lovin’ it, you’re gonna love this one even more, because this is a 
WONDERFUL vintage. Fruit to the max, excellent structure, fruit like pumpkin bread and all with backbone and solidity.

2016 Spätburgunder
12/750ml | DE-DRT-60-16

A bit on the smoky-oaky side but the fruit is cool and the alcohol is moderate—if 13.5% can be considered “moderate” these 
days—and a lovely fruit emerges as air suppresses the oak. It’s a stylish PN in a forthright unaffected idiom.

2016 Pinot Blanc Brut  
12/750ml | DE-DRT-78-16

Again this is the loveliest tapioca pudding sweet-straw side of PB, like sparkling Nantucket bay scallops. Good length and not a 
scintilla of the coarseness that typifies fizz in this price-range. Every oyster bar and brasserie should pour it.

(NOTE: there’s a fine Rosé of PN we may or may not offer again, its “season” having passed its sweet spot by the time you’re 
ordering from this catalog for Fall arrival. But the wine is very good—if you have it, drink it with joy!)

RIESLINGS

2018 Riesling Kabinett Trocken (Dürkheimer Fronhof) 
12/1000ml | DE-DRT-03-18L 

In its unassuming way this is a perfect ’18—7.8 g/l acidity, 25 g/l dry extract (freaky-high for this vintage), a lapidary and fresh-
fruited Rieslng with ‘18’s plum-blossom aroma, and a lively skipping personality.

2018 Dürkheimer Michelsberg Riesling Spätlese Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-40-18

Aromas of baking bread, mirabelles and plum blossom; the palate is gracious, sleek, mineral and balanced on the racy side. 
Detailed, almost lacy feel. If you’ve decided Darting is merely tasty and simple, taste this and reconsider!

2018 Riesling Kabinett Halbtrocken (Dürkheimer Feuerberg) 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-20-18

This is really perfect Riesling, along lines of my beloved WINNINGS though less exotic and tropical fruity. The analysis is off the 
hinges! Herbal, balsam, balanced racy, tasting like grilled summer squash with ginger and white pepper.
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2018 Riesling Kabinett (Dürkheimer Nonnengarten) 
12/1000ml | DE-DRT-30-18L 

We had two options, both of them balanced and vigorous with salty raciness and a velour-like midpalate of herbal-aloe fruit, 
with sorrel and basil and smoked peaches. We combined the options and it was perfect.

2018 Riesling Kabinett (Dürkheimer Hochbenn) 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-31-18

Brash this year. A generous sweetness and a vigorous acidity; not as sultry as sometimes; a whip-crack of vigor here.

OTHER VARIETIES

2018 Pinot Blanc Kabinett Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-72-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Way more appealing—I mean way more appealing than a thousand other PBs with greater pretensions to “seriousness” from 
estates with more “stars” and higher critical regard. Focused, with a lovely progression of flavors from shellfish to fruit to sweet 
straw to a fine chalky finish.

2018 Muskateller Trocken (Dürkheimer Hochbenn)  
12/750ml | DE-DRT-70-18

Juicy and ideal, with echoes of the opal-basil element of Catoir though more lavishly juicy and less chiseled and etched.

2018 Gewürztraminer Kabinett (Dürkheimer Nonnengarten)  
12/750ml | DE-DRT-73-18

Yet another lovely ’18 Gewürz, a salty lychee pudding. Gabe Clary says bergamot and I say dried rose petals and plantains, 
though Gabe and I agreed the finish was fragrant, before we came to blows over that “bergamot” crap. Admittedly my own 
cognate of “cannabis and hedgehog drool” was also pretty screwed up. I don’t know how Gabe puts up with me, honestly.

2017 Scheurebe Spätlese Ungsteiner Honigsäckel 
12/750ml | DE-DRT-75-17

Robust as ’17 tends to be, this is Scheu at its most gnarly, like it failed to remove its mud-caked boots when it came inside.

2018 Rieslaner Auslese +
12/750ml | DE-DRT-77-18

Billowing, solid, spicy and impossibly complex. In other words—Rieslaner!

2016 Rieslaner BA Dürkheimer Nonnengarten +  + ( + ) 
12/500ml | DE-DRT-81-16F

This is Helmut Darting’s modern masterpiece; jackfruit, plantain, muskmelon, and a drinkable “dessert” wine (10g/l acidity with 
150g/l RS, perfect symmetry); like a flan made from Meyer lemons and pêche-de-vignes; the finish is Eiswein-like, and almost dry.

2015 Huxelrebe TBA + 
12/375ml | DE-DRT-80-15H 

This is it; the vines have been pulled up, and there’ll be no more Huxel from Darting. A fine farewell, this is everything such 
wines ought to be and too seldom are. No gnarly botrytis, no excess of sweetness, no volatility, and no need to take wee dainty 
sips; this deliciously honeyed wine is something you can drink. Classic white-raisin straw blah-blah. The point is it’s a grown up 
vinous wine, sidestepping nearly everything objectionable about many “dessert wines.”
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 The young growers—most of them, 
anyway—are energetic and idealistic and 
passionate about producing high-quality 
wines, and ridding the region of its reputa-
tion for mediocrity. To a large extent they’ve 
succeeded, thanks in great measure to 
Messrs. Keller and Wittmann, who’ve made 
and justified bold claims for Rheinhessen’s 
potential to give great wines. 
 One wishes for three things. One, that 
we could somehow superimpose this fra-
ternity of fine vintners over the Rheingau, 
where under-achieving from great land is 
still the general rule. Two, that we could 
wrest the mentality of today’s young Rhe-
inhessen grower away from the schizoid 
and rigid division of his production into 
wines-too-dry and wines-too-sweet. And 
three, that we could somehow restore the 
tarnished reputation of the Rhine-front, 
i.e., Nierstein and Oppenheim. 
There’s an opinion to the effect that Rhe-
inhessen, with its limestone and clay 
soils and its mild climate, is somehow 
predestined to give dry wines, or at least 
dry Rieslings. My answer is as always em-
pirical and pragmatic: It should give dry 
Rieslings when they taste good, off-dry 
Rieslings when they taste good and full 
on RS-Rieslings when they taste good. 
If one insists that dry and only dry Ries-
lings are this region’s manifest destiny, 
one must argue that off-dry and full-on 
RS-Rieslings never taste good, which is 
patently ridiculous. One also needs to get 

one’s nose out of the lab analyses. You’ll 
hear that these (relatively) low acid Ries-
lings don’t require sweetness to balance 
them, but that seems to be a blinkered 
narrow view. It says that the only reason 
RS might be desired in Riesling is because 
it’s “needed” to balance acidity, and such 
arguments derive their obtuseness from 
a kind of self-administered blindness. 
There are indeed wines in which sweet-
ness confers an otherwise unobtainable 
balance, among the many ways RS acts 
to a wine’s advantage: reducing alcohol, 
adding nuance, lengthening the finish, 
providing the perfumes of fructose, ex-
tending aging capacity—to name a mere 
few. 
 If I were you, dear reader, I’d be sus-
picious immediately if a person was in a 
“camp” of some kind, a dry-wine camp or 
a sweet-wine camp, because that person 
is anxious to stake out a POSITION on 
an abstract issue, which he then warps 
a universe of wines to fit within. What 
can possibly be more sensible than to 
treasure the many different ways Ries-
ling can taste beautiful? Sometimes dry, 
sometimes dry-ish, sometimes sweet-ish 
and sometimes sweet, each as best suits 
that wine, chosen by the drinker to best 
suit the occasion, the mood, the grub. 
Such a posture seems at least humane 
and grateful. So enough with the Diktats 
and the dogmas; get them the fuck away 
from my wine.

RHEINHESSEN
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REGION / SUB REGION

Rheinhessen / Nierstein

VINEYARD AREA

15 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

7,500 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Niersteiner Orbel, Oelberg, 
Hipping, Pettenthal and Rosenberg 
(red slate) 
Niersteiner Paterberg 
and Brückchen 
(limestone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

85% Riesling 
6% Müller-Thurgau 
3% Grüner Veltliner 
3% Weissburgunder 
3% Spätburgunder

 There’s no reason you should care that 
Walter Strub is my oldest friend among 
German vintners—41 years now. Nor do 
you need to lay value on them having 
been my commissionaire for many es-
tates in this portfolio, consolidating and 
managing those growers and their ship-
ments. Your interest is, understandably, 
on the current proprietor Sebastian Strub, 
who is the same age as my son, and who 
has assumed control just last year when 
his dad officially retired. The transition 
was deliberate, loving and well managed. 
Sebastian did stages in New Zealand and 
Piemonte, and year-long apprenticeships 
at Dönnhoff and Darting, and he’s very 
much connected and on the scene in a way 
that his more retiring and introverted fa-
ther was not. 
 Dad’s introversion could account for 
Strub’s rather low profile within Germany, 
though they survived a relentless culling 
of the herd among Nierstein growers, 
the majority of whom exist no longer. 
The significance of Nierstein may also 
have eluded you, which is reasonable, 
because until very recently it has had 
few conspicuous proponents. Curiously, 
those it has now have mostly arrived from 
elsewhere—Keller most prominently—as 
Rheinhessen growers became aware that 
a great terroir was under exploited.
 Indeed, Nierstein is a great terroir, 
or some of it is. The rolling Rheinhessen 
hills form “breakers” when they reach the 
Rhine, and these hills are both steepest 
and tallest in Nierstein. The so-called 
Roter Hang (“red slope”) is most enticing 
when you drive into Nierstein from the 
south, when its entire southeast-facing 

slope can be seen most appreciative-
ly. The soil is also important, possibly 
unique, a red-sandstone topsoil over a 
bedrock of slate that gives the wines a 
succulence, detail and raciness perhaps 
unique—and certainly singular—any-
where in Germany. This red slope curves 
around to the west, away from the river 
and facing south now, and if you com-
bine it with its downstream neighbor 
(Nackenheimer Rotenberg) you find an 
unbroken chain of superb land perhaps 
only exceeded by the enormous ramp of 
vines between Bernkastel and Zeltingen 
on the Mosel.
 The single-site borders were sloppi-
ly drawn by the 1971 wine law, here as 
everywhere else in Germany, but many 
of the cadaster names are back in use 
and Nierstein is starting to reclaim its 
rightful place among the great terroirs 
of the Rhine. Perhaps the greatest site is 
Pettenthal, especially for lovers of grace 
and lyric detail. Hipping, its upstream 
neighbor, is chewier, more earthy, and 
slower to unfold. In both sites there’s a 
distinction between the steep hillside 
and the flat lower sections, but this isn’t 
a greater-lesser judgment, because wet 
years favor the slopes and dry years fa-
vor the flats, and the flat-site wines make 
up in peachy succulence what little they 
give away in bracing structure. Indeed the 
entire red slope can be seen as variations 
on a theme of—strange as this will sound 
—peaches interwoven with charcuterie.
 The next site is Oelberg, which some 
Nierstein growers feel is the best of them 
all. Here the hillside starts its westerly 
turn, and some “sirloin” sections of Oel-

STRUB
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berg are steep and south-facing, and I do 
find them the most rich and juicy among 
the red-slope wines, though the best of 
them ally their toothsome charms with 
a weighty dignity whereby they aren’t 
merely tasty. After a curious gap in the soil 
continuity—the Heiligenbaum is mostly 
loess and clay—we come to Orbel, and 
the slope concludes. Orbel is rockier; Wal-
ter used to say “You wouldn’t go barefoot 
into this vineyard,” and the wines, also, 
are harder edged.
 There are other red-soil sites, the 
monopole Brudersberg in a sheltered 
combe between Pettenthal and Hipping, 
and the Rosenberg which occupies the 
slope above Hipping as it flattens into the 
plateau, but the four I outline are those 
you’ll most often find. On the south-
ward side of the valley Nierstein sits in, 
there’s another hillside dividing it from its 
neighbor Oppenheim, but this hillside is 

mostly limestone (and clay in its lower 
segments) and the wines are quite differ-
ent. Paterberg can give thrillingly minty 
lemongrassy wines from old vines in the 
right hands, but it doesn’t seem suited to 
Trocken stylings, which may be why it’s 
less conspicuous.
 Sebastian Strub is his father’s son in 
many ways, and appropriately so; both 
father and son appreciate vivid, energet-
ic and crystalline wines, and the two of 
them seem to find outline more import-
ant than contour. But two recent trends 
are manifesting under Sebastian. One 
is a greater willingness to emphasize 
mid-palate savoryness, often by means 
of spontaneous ferments and aging in 
casks, not steel. I’m hugely encouraged 
by this tendency; it gives the wines more 
animus and soul. And Sebastian is really 
creating a new era of excellent Feinherb 
bottlings from his red-slope wines, which 

seem to suit them perfectly.
 Finally, Strub’s wines take a few years 
to really unfurl themselves, and they’re 
not the splashiest wines in the room 
when we’re tasting them. I myself taste 
them twice in Germany, on my first day 
and again on my last, four weeks apart. 
Many of them will have changed, but the 
contrasts, even the subtle ones, give me 
an idea of the temperament of the vin-
tage. And 2018 feels more gracious and 
open than usual for Strub.
 So forget about my history with this 
family, and the deep heart-print they 
leave with me after these many years. 
Just look at the wines, how they taste and 
what they cost. You will find gems you 
didn’t know about, and terroir-drenched 
wines from an energetic and clear-head-
ed young vintner whose star will rise and 
rise.

2018 Nierstein Grüner Veltliner Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-STB-70-18

I saw this just before and just after bottling and it was one of those wines bottling brought to life. Shape, focus, crispness, 
varietal flavor, all are there now. Kudos to Walter Strub for reintroducing GV to the Rheinhessen, where he tells me “It pre-dates 
the Silvaner,” and while this is a “modest” wine next to the icons from Austria, it’s a delightful summer drink that will quench 
thirst charmingly.

2018 Niersteiner Riesling Trocken  +
12/750ml | DE-STB-03-18

This village-wine is in fact 100% Orbel, and is an assemblage of three lots, two in cask (Stück and Halbstück, equivalent to the 
French Piece and meaning the same) and one in steel. The precise proportions are still being determined but each of three 
options I tasted was excellent, with sponti notes giving lovely savor and soul; the wine is charming, lyric and solid.

2018 Niersteiner Oelberg Riesling Trocken ‘Im Taubennest’ + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-STB-20-18

2017 Niersteiner Oelberg Riesling Trocken ‘Im Taubennest’ + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-STB-20-17

The ’18 can be offered now; it will bottle in August and arrive with our Autumn shipments. This is the cadaster name for Oelberg’s 
best parcel (which some claim is the best parcel in the entire Roter Hang) and it’s Sebastian’s “GG.” The wine is always strong 
(as opposed to “powerful”) and only reveals itself after 4-5 years in bottle. Whereas ’18 is usually unkind to ‘17s tasted by its 
side, this ’17 still shows the juicy mineral-saturated essence it showed a year ago, along with the salty nubby meringue with 
nibs of crunch and texture.

The 2018 is now all Sponti—the ’17 was half-half—and I thought it was the best young showing of any vintage I’d tasted. Lush 
and authoritative, elegantly earthy and tasting like a slice of peach wrapped in Prosciutto di Parma; the overall structure is 
chewy, dry but dark-chocolatey (that’s partly from sponti and partly from the site), and while I don’t seek to leapfrog over the 
fine ’17, credit where it’s due to this wonderful ’18.
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2017 Silvaner Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-STB-71-17

The ’16 was one of the sleepers of last year’s offering; I have it in my cellar and drink it happily and often. The ’17 has more body; 
it’s more overt, a little softer, but still a wonderful wine with insane hipster cred—if y’all knew about it. Intense chervil, a herbal 
bacchanal, salty as hell, altogether original and yet not self-referentially “quirky.”

2018 Niersteiner Oelberg Riesling ‘Roter Schiefer’ Feinherb  + 
12/750ml | DE-STB-21-18

It’s an explosively generous and even swaggering vintage of this; top notes of roasted corn and ripe sweet apples and even a 
little tinge of cilantro atop a polenta with brown butter and dried-apple slices. Also, this wine is not without intensity...

2018 Niersteiner Hipping Thal Riesling Feinherb +  +
12/750ml | DE-STB-22-18

This might be the greatest wine of Sebtastian’s era thus far. It has focus, finesse, kinetic interplay, class; herbs and apples and 
Meyer lemon zest; firm and spicy with almost a Longuich or Uerzig sassafras (that’s “root beer” for those not from New England) 
and perfect balance, with a finishing nuance of cardamom.

2018 Riesling Kabinett ‘Soil To Soul’  
12/750ml | DE-STB-30-18

In essence an estate wine that isn’t dry (and also isn’t appreciably sweet), combining lots from the limestone side with a few 
bits and pieces from the red slope. The ’18 feels zingy and tastes drier than its lab analysis. It’s like nothing else of its “type” in 
this offering, tasting like shrimp stock, paprika; it’s almost snappy and crackery and in any case it’s savory, it’s Riesling in the 
form of a stir-fry.

2018 Niersteiner Pettenthal Riesling Kabinett + 
12/750ml | DE-STB-23-18

Thank the lord for a generous crop, as I often can’t get this wine in stingy vintages, Strub’s parcel isn’t sizeable enough. But this 
really shows the class of this site; demure, delicate, a regal refinement of scent and a tangy, gauzy balance; woodruff and sorrel 
and watermelon; it has the rippling sang froid of a leopard.

2018 Niersteiner Hipping Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-STB-24-18

From the steep cadaster Fockenberg, this one’s more dynamic and earthy, the flavors don’t croon to one another as they do in 
the Pettenthal—they “speak pointedly.” Each element is assertive. Maybe the RS is a bit too low but who wants it higher? A late-
palate juiciness suggests more accord down the road. Hipping is tardy, after all.

2018 Niersteiner Brückchen Riesling Kabinett ‘Herzstück’  
12/750ml | DE-STB-31-18

This is in essence a Coeur du Cuvée, the heart of the free-run juice. The site is paradoxical; it sits in a heat trap but has a slow-
warming soil, so it’s often ripe but with high acidity, and Sebastian’s free-run technique seeks to mitigate a tendency toward 
rusticity—and often succeeds. The wine’s gotten finer over the years, though it’s still chewy and extroverted with its vibrating 
freshness and cornmeal crunch, like coarse polenta.

2018 Niersteiner Paterberg Riesling Spätlese 
12/750ml | DE-STB-40-18

Old vines in pure limestone on a windy plateau, which means late harvesting with no risk of botrytis. This ’18 is salty-salty-salty, 
like a Pho of lemongrass, with all its umami and less of the usual top notes of mint. It’s like a demi-glace of the 2005 “3-star” 
and decidedly OLD VINES.
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 This laudable estate would be much 
more conspicuous on our trendiness ra-
dar if they’d do the usual things, such as 
raise prices, put their wines in stupidly 
heavy pretentious bottles, create a label 
effulgent with high solemnity, and make 
all their wines dry, except for a token cou-
ple of cloying over-sweet sweeties. If, in 
other words, if they became like nearly 
every other Rheinhessen estate. I some-
times hear myself thinking, “Why can’t 
any of these deluded clowns be sensible 
once in a while; why can’t they bottle 
wines in various balance zones, why can’t 
they charge prices commensurate with 
their lower production costs, why are they 
all so rigid and doctrinaire…?” and then I 
realize: oh wait a minute, one of them is 
already doing all those smart things, and 
they’re not rigid nor doctrinaire. 
 That’s what I want Geil to mean to 
you. The ne-plus-ultra of complexity is 
not to be encountered here. What you’ll 
find are classy and delicious wines, wines 
of the country but also with polish; juicy 
wines but also with clarity and focus, and 
all from one of the few young Rheinhes-
sen vintners to have his head on straight. 
They’re a kind of Riesling tabula rasa, be-
fore the perquisites of terroir. 
 Here’s some of what this sensible chap 
has to say about his vineyards and winery: 
“Quality grows in the vineyard, not in the 
cellar. The art of the cellarmaster is to pre-
serve the available quality and refine it.” 
“Vines have it good in Bechtheim. They 
don’t have to drill through ten meters of 
rock for a little water. They deal with three 

meters of permeable loess at which point 
they can drink as well as the citizens of 
Bechtheim!”
  “No year is like another, and wine-
making by recipe doesn’t bring the best 
results. Naturally modern techniques 
such as cool fermentations are generally 
advisable. The question of whether less is 
more should be asked!” 
 “For me aroma is the most important 
factor; it’s the first impression, and should 
be clear, varietally typical and express its 
origin.” 
 “We prune to a single stalk, and do 
a green-harvest in August. Normally we 
press immediately without time on the 
skins, but experimentation is acceptable; 
we sometimes have a 12-hour skin-con-
tact if the grapes are ripe and healthy. 
Clarification is a must; we do it by grav-
ity. We’re in the midst of a strong experi-
mental phase on the matter of wild versus 
cultured yeasts. We’d prefer any residual 
sugar in the wines to be natural, but we 
do keep a little Süssreserve on hand for 
adjustments if necessary. The wines are 
racked immediately after fermentation 
but they lie on the fine lees for another 
month or two. We bottle early, to preserve 
CO2.” 
 Bechtheim lies just where the hills be-
gin, on the west flank of the Rhein plain. 
The key sites for Riesling are Geyers-
berg—the best one—made up of chalky 
loess and tertiary marl. The Rosengarten 
is above the village, on gravelly sand and 
clay, and the Hasensprung rolls off to the 
west on similar soil.

REGION / SUB REGION

Rheinhessen / Bechtheim

VINEYARD AREA

30 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

20,800 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Bechtheimer Geyersberg 
(limestone) 
Bechtheimer Rosengarten 
(carbonate-rich loess)

GRAPE VARIETIES

35% Riesling 
15% Weissburgunder 
15% Spätburgunder 
4% Rieslaner 
4% Scheurebe 
27% other

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing organic viticulture, 
working towards certification

GEIL
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2017 Spätburgunder  
12/750ml | DE-GEL-60-17

Plump Chalonnaise aromas; solid, spicy and smoky. Such quality at this level was unheard-of until 5-10 years ago. Fruit and 
structure completely blanket what little wood there is—2000-liter casks plus old barriques.

2016 Spätburgunder Bechtheim ‘S’  
12/750ml | DE-GEL-61-16

“S” for selection, this village wine is again warm and chummy but has lift, contour and outline, more smoke and rose hips, 
redcurrant and breath.

2018 Riesling Hasensprung ‘GG’ + 
6/750ml | DE-GEL-10-18

2018 Riesling Geyersberg ‘GG’ +
6/750ml | DE-GEL-11-18

I often prefer to select just one of the three “GGs” but this year I couldn’t decide. They’re an exegesis of terroir when “terroir” 
isn’t Great And Significant. Hasensprung is limestone and clay; the wine has both yummy flesh and chewy elegant bones. 
Geyersberg is loess and limestone and always tastes Austrian to me; herbs and iris and boxwood; it’s slimmer, greener, with a 
tarragon tingle and as pure as the first cress of Spring.

2018 Muskateller Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-GEL-74-18

The cherry blossom side of Muscat, juicy, gulpable and scented of lychee; simple and perfect.

2018 Scheurebe Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-GEL-70-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Delicate, grapefruity and herbal; it’s discreet from recent bottling, true to the variety but not blatant. This and the Muscat are 
simply two good tasting wines. This one’s angular yet creamy with the agreeable ending sourness of the grape.

2018 Riesling Bechtheimer Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-GEL-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

This is HOW. RIESLING. SHOULD. BE. Begin here. Tabula Rasa. It combines 50% Geyersberg, estate Riesling and a non-botrytis 
Spätlese, and is a big strong vintage, with sweet straw and mutsu apple.

2018 Scheurebe Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-GEL-72-18

With each vintage this wine gets drier (yay!) and even better. Moving more into green but still led by ripe persimmons and 
grapefruit; a salty finale to one of the most drinkable vintages yet.

2018 Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-GEL-30-18

Firm and apple-y, classic Rheinhessen Kabinett with its natural (and on paper, low) acidity; all the virtues of honesty, balance 
and directness are showing here.
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2018 Rieslaner Auslese +
12/750ml | DE-GEL-81-18

Hmmm….Muscat and Scheu and Rieslaner? Does one detect the influence of Hans-Günter Schwarz? One does indeed; 
Johannes Geil was a stagaire at Catoir. This one is a solid, vigorous wine perfect for hard cheeses, a sort of pre-dessert wine, 
extroverted, a riot of straw and lychee. A tranche of this will be held back for 4-5 years. There go my retirement plans; I gotta be 
around to taste this again.

2018 Rieslaner BA +
12/750ml | DE-GEL-80-18

Here the Auslese stretches and reaches; it’s not a feeble TBA but instead a roaring mega-Auslese—vinous and powerful, with an 
almost dry finish; it recalled nothing more than a peyote-drenched Jurançon.



REGION/SUB REGION

Rheinhessen

VINEYARD AREA

35 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

120,000 bottles 

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Essenheimer Blume 
(calcareuos and clay marls) 
Essenheimer Teufelspfad 
(limestone) 
Essenheimer Klopp 
(limestone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Pinot Noir 
Riesling 
Pinot Blanc 
Pinot Gris 
Chardonnay 
Sauvignon Blanc 
Sankt Laurent

 I was out to dinner with Strubs, in a 
restaurant a few miles away in the Rhe-
inhessen, and it was my first or second 
night in Germany and I was jetlagged and 
dehydrated. I needed a wine with some 
fruit. After good-humoredly dispatching 
whatever dry wines had been ordered, 
I spotted a 2016 Riesling Kabinett and 
asked if I could have it. I could.
 It arrived and was perfect. I mean, per-
fect; it was every single thing a Riesling 
Kabinett could be, the Platonic Ideal of 
the genre. The producer was someone 
named Braunewell, whom I didn’t know. 
“Do you know them?” I asked Sebastian. 
He did; they were in the same group of 
young Rheinhessen vintners. “Are they 
good?” I asked. That would be for you to 
decide, he replied diplomatically.
 Samples were asked for and received, 
and I tasted them four weeks later when I 
was back in Nierstein, along with samples 
from another estate who’d been pursuing 
me, whose wines got higher “scores” but 
which I didn’t like as much. Braunewell 
was compelling, but I didn’t have time to 
visit and didn’t wish to rush into things 
until I could do it properly. Could we wait 
a year? Yes, they said—we could.
 I saw them a few weeks ago, having 
checked them out online and in the 
guides. They belong to my absolute fa-
vorite environmental certifier, the man-
ifestly and holistically sensible FAIR’N 
GREEN—Google it and be prepared to 
be made very happy that people can be 
so wise and humane. All indicators were 
good, and I was eager to taste me some 
foxy new Rieslings.

 Alas, I was ambushed, delightedly, by 
some truly remarkable Pinot Noirs, of all 
things, which I didn’t expect and which 
became the pleasantest surprise of the 
last four weeks in Europe.
 The Braunewell estate is in Essen-
heim, not far from Nierstein in the Rhe-
inhessen hinterlands. Driving in from 
the south one encounters quite the wall 
of vines, as steep and imposing a hillside 
as can be found in the generally rolling 
landscape. This was encouraging. One 
also discovers a family estate of some 27 
hectares, (35 if you count the vineyards of 
the sister in law) operating with both wis-
dom, sentiment and competence—this 
isn’t a wee grower with a piece of straw 
in his gnarly teeth. This is contemporary, 
but not “modern.” In general the soils are 
unusual for Rheinhessen, limestone and 
limey marl and loess, and only a little clay.
 The stated aim is to produce wines 
that are “salty and quivering,” less re-
laxed than many Rheinhesen wines. The 
estate does a lot of local business, both 
in restaurants and to private customers, 
and this entails a focus on the Pinots 
(which are feverishly popular in Germa-
ny) whereas I came in search of Riesling 
and Pinot Noir. I opted to create a careful 
lineup which turned out to be less careful 
than I’d planned—too many wines were 
simply too good.
 The two “GG” sites are Blume (which 
means “flower”) and Teufelspfad (“dev-
il’s path”) and they do the tiered thing of 
estate/village/vineyard bottlings—all of 
which are smart and excellent.
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THE SURPRISING PINOT NOIRS

2016 Estate Pinot Noir  
12/750ml | DE-BRW-61-16

Even this modest estate wine is unfiltered and brought up in old oak. The 2016 is firm, tasty and forthright. A 2015 we also 
tasted was ludicrously delicious. (I don’t know if we’re getting any.) About as attractive as “basic” PN can be.

2016 Pinot Noir Essenheim +
12/750ml | DE-BRW-60-16

Grown on marly limestone, this wine completely surprised me; it’s entirely beautiful, scents of baked tomatoes and rose hips;  
it has no affect of solemnity but only gorgeous fruit, firm structure and a sweet dustiness that’s seriously alluring.

2015 Pinot Noir Blume (‘GG’)  + 
6/750ml | DE-BRW-63-16

2016 Pinot Noir Teufelspfad (‘GG’) +
6/750ml | DE-BRW-64-16

Blume is the cooler site; at one time it was too steep for tractors, and so terraces were built. Soils run to tertiary marls and 
limestone. Teufelspfad is warmer and drier, and in two of its cadasters (Zu Morruff and Am Klopp) we find a rare soil called 
“Terra Fusca.” Both are planed with a mix of clones, none of them Burgundian.

For me the distinction was between, say, Volnay and Corton. Blume is glowingly pretty, polished and magnetic; lithe and 
energetic but with a sedateness of pure fruit; smart and tidy, not a hair out of place. Lots of village Burgundy would lag behind 
this. Teufelspfad is more “impressive,” more a crowd-pleaser, will have more impact in a noisy tasting.

RIESLINGS

2018 Riesling Trocken 
12/1000ml | DE-BRW-21-18L 

The basic “Liter Riesling” is anything but basic—it’s a plump, lusty, honest, generous mouthfilling Rheinhessen classic!

2018 Gutsriesling Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-BRW-01-18

This estate Riesling is sleeker and more limestony, stylish and fine, with almost a Rheingau profile. It wouldn’t have been out of 
place at Spreitzer.

2017 Riesling Blume (‘GG’) +
12/750ml | DE-BRW-02-17

This is oh so pretty, those loess wet-cereal aromas I adore; an incredibly refined aroma, extreme dispersal of mineral in a 
markedly elegant ’17 that made me think of one of my favorite Spreitzer wines, the Engelmannsberg.

2018 Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-BRW-20-18

This is on the money—and the price is right! It’s on the slim side, with fragrances of lilacs and wisteria; it’s an early bottling and 
may be clipped from it, but this feels more Nahe than Rheinhessen.
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OTHERS NO LESS FETCHING

2018 Scheurebe Halbtrocken 
12/1000ml | DE-BRW-70-18L | SOMMELIER ALERT!

This wine is absurd! Completely delicious, pink grapefruit to the max; it’s less sagey than Minges’ and is just a bottle of tickles 
and giggles.

2014 Pinot Noir Rosé Brut + 
12/750ml | DE-BRW-79-14

Another bubbly from them was anointed among the best three sparkling wines in all of Germany, whereupon it sold out toot 
sweet. But this fizz is wonderful and a fantastic value; raspberry and balsam and sorrel, it expresses the apple face of PN and 
the silvery-herbal face of ’14. It’s truly a hidden gem.
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NAHE
 The Nahe isn’t really “obscure” any 
more, thanks in large part to the Dönn-
hoffs as well as the Diels and (Schae-
fer)-Fröhlichs, but you may not know 
where it is or why it’s so remarkable. 
 You get there quickly from most other 
German wine regions, and yet it is real-
ly a corner, a little spot of peace. There 
isn’t an obvious artery such as RN74 in 
Burgundy. All the roads are narrow and 
the landscape is steeply hilly and gently 
chaotic. Even if you’re stressed when you 
get there, you won’t be for long. You feel 
enclosed in a cool green peace. 
 The region is the center of production 
of semiprecious stones, which suggests its 
intricate geology. It’s also the secret of the 
wines. A little village like Niederhausen— 
which despite its renown is dead-still and 
silent—has over sixty distinctly different 
soil types, which can change every few 
steps. And which, obviously, are reflected 
and conveyed in the wines. It is an inhos-
pitable place for a person who denies the 
truth of terroir, or even the skeptic who 
insists there are no “minerals” to be tasted 
in wine. 
 In essence all Nahe soils are conglom-
erates with different points of emphasis. 
So if you say so-and-so vineyard is on 
“porphyry” it means it is predominantly 
thus, but may also contain slate or other 
primary rock. Hermannshöhle is an in-
teresting case in point; the upper parts 
are visibly slatier and the lower parts vis-
ibly more volcanic, but lower down it’s 
all mashed together. Dönnhoff’s Brücke, 
actually the bottom-slope detritus from 
the slate-dominated Hermannsberg, is a 
mélange of four or five soil types you can 
see with the naked eye as you stroll a hun-
dred yards along the rows, as they change 
every few steps. If a wine is complex, it is 
because of its basis in the ground; not for 
any other reason. 
 The upper Nahe (where we find Hex-
amer and Schönleber) really feels like the 
end of the earth, it’s so quiet. Soils here 
are mostly marls and red sandstones, but 

a site like the Rheingrafenberg is in fact 
sandy loam yet also with a pathway of 
weathered byproducts of Tholeyer slate, 
sandstone and conglomerates. 
 The middle Nahe—Schlossböckel-
heim, Niederhausen, Norheim, Traisen— 
is more volcanic: porphyry, melaphyr, 
granites, rhyolite, and produces the most 
bewitching wines. Hexamer has land in 
both sections, so you can compare. 
The town of Bad Kreuznach is the border 
between the middle and lower Nahe, be-
low which we find the floodplain running 
eventually into the Rhine at Bingen. The 
vineyards occupy small lateral valleys 
moving towards the west, into the Hun-
srück hills. One of these is the “Trollbach 
Tal” where we find the Diels, whose three 
Grand Crus occupy undulations in one 
single hillside, on three entirely different 
soils. As a rule there’s more quartizite in 
these parts, as we’re closer to the Rhine 
and to the Rüdesheim mountain, but 
volcanic traces and sandy slates can still 
be seen.
 The best Nahe Rieslings seem to give 
us everything we could possibly ask for in 
white wine; brilliance, complexity, fresh-
ness and lightness, and a sense that they 
form a flavor hologram on our palates, 
that shifts and alters with each instant of 
thought and of time. You feel like you’re 
eating food cooked by someone who has 
every spice in the world in the kitchen and 
knows exactly how to use them. 
 For me the place is entirely mystic. It’s 
the Galapagos Islands of wine, some place 
where strange birds and turtles roost and 
peer out from heavy-lidded eyes. It casts 
a theta spell and changes what we know 
about the world. You feel like if you stay 
there long enough your hair will start 
growing in another color. The wines can 
have an odd shamanic force, and in those 
cases it’s helpful to have a person who 
can explicate them, both in words and in 
flavors. Which is where a certain Messrs. 
Dönnhoff enter the picture…
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 I should acknowledge that I’ll nev-
er really understand these remarkable 
wines. I can reach the point of explaining 
how (and why) I fall short. But Helmut’s 
and Cornelius’ wines are ultimately inex-
plicable. They do not quite add up. And so 
they fill me with longing, and render me 
mute. 
 Long-time readers and drinkers will 
perhaps be familiar with what I’m talking 
about, and with a certain shimmer of spir-
it that imbues the wines. Younger readers 
only need to know this: the wines of this 
miraculous domaine show an incom-
parable purity allied to unfathomable 
expressiveness. They are tender but not 
demure, or another way to say it is, they 
are forceful but always tender. As a rule, 
if you have wines of this kind of galvanic 
intensity, they are textured so as to pierce 
your palate. But Dönnhoff’s wines have a 
more silken profile; they seem to want to 
make you sigh, to loosen your shoulders 
and take a deep breath, to return a caress. 
They are themselves caressing, but you 
don’t know how this can be, and there’s 
no one you can caress in return. So then, 
maybe, you look for words to explain this 
phenomenon, or merely to register and 
remember it. If you’re like me, you won’t 
quite find them. The wines are as close to 
the nature of music as any wines can be. 
 This is never more dramatic than in 
our big trade tastings, in which these 
wines are placed in the awkward context 
of the whole magilla. It’s more than sweet 
that Cornelius comes over so often, as 
he hardly needs to do it in order to “sell 
more wine.” I sense he does it because 
it’s fun, collegial with the other growers, 

and that it satisfies a kind of professional 
ethic of standing behind your work even 
when you don’t “have” to. Yet for me, as I 
approach his table (or more likely sidle 
up behind it) I’m aware that, in a certain 
sense, I have to banish the rest of the 
room. Either that, or I have to just skim 
the surfaces of these remarkable wines. 
Because they are different, not better or 
worse, just different, in the way that po-
etry is different from prose, or that music 
is different from speech. And apropos of 
music, composers (and careful listeners) 
know that certain key signatures and 
modes possess a shimmer that others 
don’t have. Dönnhoff’s wines are full of 
such overtones; theirs is a pealing chim-
ing resonance, and its effect—for me at 
least—has always been to make me qui-
et, to urge reverie and repose, and none 
of that is consistent with the big-tasting 
vibe where a wine has to declare itself to 
you. These wines, on the contrary, seem 
to invite you to declare yourself to them, 
or even lovelier, to listen within yourself 
to your one true voice. Not so easy in the 
clamor and the crush.
 You’d probably be surprised, after 
reading all this fol-de-rol, to see how jolly 
it is when I show up at the winery. Mostly 
we kibbitz and banter. A few wines pierce 
the membrane and then I do my best to 
take a pause. Helmut knows when it hap-
pens because I go quiet and often grin like 
an idiot. Cornelius just thinks I’m nuts. 
He’s a matter of fact guy, and he’s probably 
right. Still, I am somehow tolerated.
 Now that Cornelius has been making 
the wines since 2007, it grows more appar-
ent, the ways the wines are “his” now. To 

REGION / SUB REGION

Nahe / Oberhausen

VINEYARD AREA

28 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

17,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle 
(grey slate) 
Oberhäuser Brücke 
(grey slate, loess) 
Oberhäuser Leistenberg, 
Norheimer Kirschheck 
(slate) 
Norheimer Dellchen 
(porphyry and slate) 
Schlossböckelheimer Felsenberg 
(porphyry) 
Kreuznacher Krötenpfuhl 
(gravelly loam) 
Roxheimer Höllenpfad 
(red sandstone) 
Kreuznacher Kahlenberg 
(loam and quarzite)

GRAPE VARIETIES

80% Riesling 
20% Weissburgunder 
and Grauburgunder

FARMING PRACTICES

Fair’N Green Certified Sustainable

DÖNNHOFF



2019 Germany � Nahew � Dönnhoff 43

me it shows most in the dry wines, which 
makes sense; he’s of the dry-wine genera-
tion, he’s in tandem with them, he groks 
them. And their numbers have grown as 
he introduces the GG from Brücke and 
from the cadaster in the Höllenpfad, not 
to mention the dry Krötenpfuhl.

 And man, they were lovely in 2018. One 
after the other, expressive, tender, with the 
divine quiet the wines show at their best. 
Yet having said that, I got the hugest kick 
out of the first not-dry wine, the estate 
Riesling, upon whose pouring the gaud-
iest possible DOUBLE-rainbow appeared, 

as if by design. Sometimes metaphors just 
come to you, right? Helmut and I got into a 
tangent about music, as the aesthetics re-
late to wine, and I promised him a mix of 
music pieces to correspond to each of his 
vineyards. I’m sure this is the conceit of a 
gent in his dotage, but I can’t wait to do it!

2013 Pinot Brut +  + 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-79-13 

The best German fizz I’ve ever tasted, it’s all PN and I don’t know if there’s anything left for us. We dragged a bottle to Champagne 
to shock some unwary vintner, but after a week being knocked around in the car (not to mention temperature changes) the 
poor wine was cranky when we opened it. Still, it made an impression and I can’t wait to play this little trick again, from a more 
pampered bottle.

2018 Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-DHF-01-18

Limpid and lentilly, like a sleek loess-grown GV. Firm scree finish to an adorable wine that has repose but isn’t sedate.  
(Volcanic soil.)

2018 Riesling Trocken ‘Tonschiefer’ +  +
12/750ml | DE-DHF-03-18

The first of two great wines from the sandy-slate Leistenberg, this is euphoria from the first sniff. The most melodic side of 
slate; the wine has everything, good cheer of fruit, a drama of crushed rocks, a whole quarry of mineral; the entire genius of 
Dönnhoff is here.

2018 Kahlenberg Riesling Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-DHF-05-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-05-18M

A site on gravelly loam downstream in Bad Kreuznach, it’s usually gentler and more forthrightly fruit-driven, but this ’18 has more 
mineral than usual, wet cereal and coconut milk; a stern backdrop to the drowse of fruit, with some of the ’18 phenols—which 
may have vanished by the next time we taste it.

2018 Höllenpfad Riesling Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-DHF-06-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-06-18M

A steep vineyard on sandy loam and weathered sandstone, it’s rather the odd-man-out yet it becomes more part of the family 
as Dönnhoffs spend more years with it. Sandstone aromas lead to a markedly pretty vintage of this sometimes stolid fellow;  
it’s structured from fruit, tomato and scree, with filigree detail and length.

2018 Krötenpfuhl Riesling GG 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-15-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-15-18M

The most backward of these so far, and I’m not entirely sure the leathery earthiness of the site suits the “seriously dry” profile of 
the typical GG. Then why is it here? Doubt, meet benefit...

2018 Höllenpfad Im Mühlberg Riesling GG + 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-11-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-11-18M

More mealy, delicate and fine than the basic Höllenpfad, full of spice and class and ‘18’s stern rock-dust finish. This cadaster really 
stands out as the GG, and bravo to Cornelius for showcasing it.
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2018 Felsenberg Riesling GG +  +
6/750ml | DE-DHF-10-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-10-18M

A spindrift of porphyry, this one is as strict and un-exotic at this early stage as any previous vintage I’ve tasted at this time.  
It’s allspice and coriander instead of cloves and cinnamon. Really esoterically salty. I wonder if it will locate its wicca soul down 
the road...

2018 Dellchen Riesling GG +  +
6/750ml | DE-DHF-17-18

The usually inscrutable Dellchen has been atypically “present” the day before at Schneider, and this one also seemed more 
“available” than it’s tended to be. A full-moon brightness, a blush of fruit and a crusty bite. Three registers of activity here; white 
meat, grains, dust—and who knows which will prevail or how the dialogue will alter? It made me think of the Kamptal’s Gaisberg 
without the white peach and blueberry.

The site is a conglomerate of slate and porphyry, sitting on little hollows between cliff faces; it’s very steep and terraced and 
remote, which may account for the riddlesome nature of its wines, more driven by umami than its more communicative 
neighbors. Which makes the ’18 all the more intriguing.
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2018 Hermannshöhle Riesling GG +  + 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-19-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-19-18M

A coral reef of white melody; precise and chiseled, it’s like the silky quiet following the last notes of a piece of music, when your 
brain (or your soul) is suddenly populated with every melody you ever heard, every line of verse you can recall, and all the 
questions you’d never thought to ask.

2018 Brücke Riesling GG < AUCTION > + ( + ) 
3/750ml | DE-DHF-18-18

Helmut has long felt that vineyards have what he calls “talents,” and that some have the talent for dry wines, some for sweet 
wine, and some for both. Brücke has always been sweet, until very recently, and while the new dry wine is remarkable, I confess 
I don’t quite know what to make of it.

I find Brücke to be the mystic of the inexplicable, whereas Hermannshöhle is the mystic of the tangible, rendered in a form so 
intricate you never supposed the world could be so absorbingly complex – which is where the mystic gains entry. Brücke also 
feels lost in time, primordial, less companionable than Hermannshöhle, which helpfully seeks (and fails) to explain itself.

This GG is—in the second week of March—a wine of distant thunder and sphinx-like depth. 

2018 Estate Riesling  
12/750ml | DE-DHF-20-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-20-18M

It felt more angular than usual – I wonder if the RS is enough—and it’s markedly porphyritic... but suddenly there’s these brilliant 
insanely bright rainbows that lasted almost five minutes and it didn’t seem to matter whether the wine might have been 
sweeter. I’m sure it will turn out fine; it is, after all, the greatest wine value in the whole gorgeous world.

2018 Kreuznacher Krötenpfuhl Riesling Kabinett + 
12/750ml | DE-DHF-31-18

A spicy and zingy vintage, salty and dark-bready.

2018 Oberhäuser Leistenberg Riesling Kabinett +  + 
12/750ml | DE-DHF-30-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-30-18M

My WINE OF THE VINTAGE this year.

In ancient times, before you were born (shit, before my primeval ass was born), Leistenberg was the top site of Oberhausen. 
“Brücke” didn’t yet exist; the vineyard was part of Niederhäuser Hermannsberg, and Helmut hadn’t begun to acquire his necklace 
of Grand Crus in Niederhausen, Schlossböckelheim and Norheim. Though its exposure is less than perfect (southeast rather 
than due south), this is favorable in the modern climate era, as it permits longer hang-time, which enables wines like these 
Kabinetts to be made, and to be outstanding. I sense my old friend Helmut was feeling wistful about Leistenberg, as though it 
was the child who doesn’t get enough attention.

Often I feel, do I need Dönnhoff’s wines to be better than this? This ’18 is like lace curtains of spindrift, as if it were snowing the 
little crystals from the pears.

2018 Niederhäuser Klamm Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-DHF-33-18

The first ever! Peachy, almost delicate, Meyer lemons and a back-palate stoniness, but one must wait as it had just been sulfured. 
The site is next door to Hermannshöhle on a mélange of Rotliegend and porphyry; some of it is steep and some is flat, and often 
it feels a little like Nierstein-meets-Felsenberg.
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2018 Norheimer Kirschheck Riesling Spätlese +  +
12/750ml | DE-DHF-40-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-40-18M

One is unduly fond of this vineyard because it doesn’t care about being “serious” and so it is both rapturously pretty and thus 
also serious. Some vintages taste “pink/red” like the cherries it’s named after and others—like this one—taste “green” like sweet 
limes and oolong teas. The ’18 minerality is prominent, the wine is wonderful.

2018 Oberhäuser Brücke Riesling Spätlese +  +
12/750ml | DE-DHF-41-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-41-18M 

Typically quince-y and unusually mineral, Brücke can feint towards Chenin. This ‘18s pieces are still aligning, the orchestra is 
tuning up, but what can be seen is dramatic and fascinating.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle Riesling Spätlese +  + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-DHF-43-18
3/1500ml | DE-DHF-43-18M

Divine aroma, assertively spicy palate, and complexity goes without saying. 

2018 Oberhäuser Brücke Riesling Auslese +  + ( + ) 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-59-18
6/375ml | DE-DHF-59-18H

A classic example of Auslese as Spätlese-stretching-higher; this has no botrytis, and its mid-palate succulence seems to reconcile 
any disparate elements and the wine grins into its divinity. This is why Auslese exists, to be this beautiful.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle Riesling Auslese +  + 
6/750ml | DE-DHF-50-18
6/375ml | DE-DHF-50-18H

It has its mint and thrust, and shows again the pealing side of Auslese.

2018 Oberhäuser Brücke Riesling BA +
6/375ml | DE-DHF-90-18H

“A little bit of botrytis,” this was intended for Eiswein, but “No chance!” Picked in early December, it has dark ore and smoke,  
is silky and obviously, not fat or vulgarly “rich.”

A FINAL NOTE: These are preliminary impressions and as always I’d rather err on the side of underrating—which I’m sure I have 
often done here. Also, there was a cask of Felsenberg that stopped fermenting with circa 20 g/l RS that may remain in cask 
until 2020 and then be sold as “special reserve” or some such. It may also find use as a blending partner, but I kinda hope not; 
I’d love to taste a Feinherb wine from this supernal vineyard...
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JAKOB SCHNEIDER

REGION / SUB REGION

Nahe / Niederhausen

VINEYARD AREA

25 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

18,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle 
(volcanic soil, gray slate) 
Niederhäuser Felsensteyer 
(melaphyr) 
Niederhäuser Klamm 
(porphyry) 
Norheimer Dellchen 
(grey slate) 
Niederhäuser Kertz 
(slate and porphyry) 
Norheimer Kirschheck 
(grey slate and sandstone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

90% Riesling 
10% other varieties

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture

 Thankfully (and finally) 2018 is a 
large enough vintage that I needn’t jump 
on wines simply in order to obtain them. 
This issue comes up, because many of 
Jakob’s wines are turbulently youthful 
and incomplete, although again, 2018’s 
wines are markedly presentable even at 
this stage. It’s a fine year for him; it’s the 
first one I felt justified the rather fulsome 
praise he’s been receiving. 
 It is always a sweet visit, one I’ve been 
making for 41 years, and one in which 
four generations can be observed in a 
single family. It is also a hectic visit—in 
a good way—because we tend to get pre-
occupied with creating the assemblages 
for the dry estate wine(s), which means 
we have to hasten through the big wines 
later on. Jakob’s aware of this and we left 
ourselves time to appreciate those wines 
that came at the end.
 In general Schneider’s wines are what 
I’d call rural gentry. They’re not as spiffy 

and turned-out as sophisticated “city” 
wines, but they aren’t paysannes either. 
While they’re tending to be more pol-
ished over the last several years—and I 
think this direction will continue—you’ll 
find them lustier than Diel, Hexamer or 
Dönnhoff. What’s striking is the greatness 
of the land, which confers a potential I 
can’t ignore and you shouldn’t either. I’m 
gonna rant a little now, so skip ahead if 
you don’t want to be hectored by silver-
back-me, but if you were offered wine 
from terroirs of this stellar quality from 
anywhere else in the world, you’d be on 
it like white on rice. “Damn! I can get 
Richebourg for this price?? Where do I 
sign?” I truly do get weary of how few 
fucks anyone gives about these greatest 
of vineyards, and so I think I’ll open some 
moonshine, hitch up my overalls, blow 
the dust off the shotgun and blast some 
holes in the freaking walls.



2018 Riesling ‘Grauschiefer’ Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-SND-02-18

Boy is this charming, inconveniently so, as we’d established the (upcoming) “Melaphyr” as our go-to estate Riesling, and I hate 
to complicate things. But this lusty tasty fellow is full of slate, nuts and smokiness, and has a finesse of texture that almost reads 
“smooth.”

2018 Riesling ‘Melaphyr’ Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-SND-01-18

There are two definitions for Melaphyre (the English spelling): “a porphyritic rock consisting of phenocrysts of feldspar in a dark 
groundmass; broadly: a porphyritic igneous rock with dark-colored aphanitic groundmass and phenocrysts of various kinds.” 
Or, a Mesozoic basalt. I myself have been called a “Mesozoic basalt,” though never to my face. It’s one of the several volcanic 
soils the central Nahe contains, and it usually gives wines scented and flavored of soursop, lemon balm, violets and ginger. 
A version to which we added a little Spätlese has a nice rich texture and more salt and vinosity than one to which we added 
dosage. It’s a highly agreeable vintage of this always-exotic Riesling, and among the various dry estate-Rieslings in the offering, 
none have more sheer character than this one.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle Riesling Spätlese Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-SND-11-18

Smoky aromas lead into a palate that’s incredibly silky, salty and articulate; cherry blossom and scree in ultra hi-def; a delicate 
nip of chile-thread on the finish doesn’t obtrude on the cool breezy complexity. I don’t remember a better vintage of this wine.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle ‘Magnus’ Riesling Trocken + 
6/750ml | DE-SND-10-18

Pardon the backward note, but this wine finishes with the same (Tasmanian) pepperiness all Schneider’s ‘18s have seemed to 
do, yet this is a determined and complex Hermannshöhle. It begins earthy, forest-y and smoky, with a palate like well-worn leather 
and then a salty flame of singed fruit and blossoms. It’s impressive in a more studiedly monumental way, but is it superior to its 
more modest sibling? A debate ensues...

2018 Niederhäuser Auf Der Kertz Riesling Feinherb + 
12/750ml | DE-SND-20-18

The former single-site “Kertz” has been absorbed into the current single-site “Klamm,” though the soils are entirely di erent and 
they occupy different sections of the hill. Kertz was very small, it seemed, and for the sake of some inscrutable Teutonic logic it 
was decided to obliterate Kertz—one of the Nahe’s greatest vineyards.

But wait! There’s a cadaster name called “Auf Der Kertz,” and so that’s what Jakob will use. This is not only a wine that’s labeled 
for me, it’s also a wine that was made for me; no one else will get it, and I’m buying it all. I’m gonna push it, first because it’s 
fricking amazing, and second because “all” was a just-slightly-uncomfortable quantity. That aside, I’m becoming the champion 
of Kertz, its grail-keeper, its protector, because no other wine is like it. No other Nahe wine is even like it.

I find Kertz to be a miracle of Riesling. It’s like an exceedingly rare and difficult orchid that blooms every nine years but when 
it does there’s nothing on earth so beautiful. The slate/porphyry mélange isn’t unique in these parts, but there’s a sleek tangy 
piquancy I don’t find in any of its neighbors. There’s little left to say about this emblem of terroir, and of the Nahe. Perhaps more 
flowery in ’18—osmanthus, white lilac—with a silvery lift of piquancy, into a spicy finish; seamless and easygoing yet quite long.

2018 Riesling Kabinett + 
12/1000ml | DE-SND-30-18L

This year the combo of Grand Crus consists of Kirschheck, Rosenberg, and a little Kirschheck Spätlese. Only in Germany could 
one obtain a basic “everyday” large-format wine from such stellar land! This ’18 is redolent of ginger and soursop, Cox’s orange 
pippins, cherry blossom—I mean, this aroma is fabulous! The palate is slim, angular, salty, flowery, and shows the gravelly 
phenols of ’18 in the tertiary finish.
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2018 Niederhäuser Klamm Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-SND-31-18

I took the sponti cask, made from the flat section on pure porphyry; it’s not very sweet and has the mid-palate milk chocolate 
sponti flavor, with the buoyant density and vinosity of wild yeast fermentations.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle Riesling Spätlese  +  +
12/750ml | DE-SND-45-18

Perhaps the herald of a new era here. A smoky and serious aroma, on the green side and even with some brassica nuances;  
the overall impact is fennel frond, slate, mineral, a limpid explicated clarity that’s somehow also serene, and yet has a jittery 
energy, showing a gingery sort of neon-white brilliance. Of course this note is a mess, but the wine isn’t logical, it’s full of paradox, 
and the interplay of elements, while spazzy, is still somehow coherent.

2018 Niederhäuser Hermannshöhle Riesling Auslese +  + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-SND-50-18

A perfection of terroir and botrytis, showing a clarity and density that remains light-footed. 112º Oechsle, picked in October, 
it’s a smiling salty dancing monster that doesn’t “read” sweet; not as much salty as dusty and crushed; a deep dive into this 
supernal vineyard and a high water mark for Jakob to date.

2018 Spätburgunder Rosé Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-SND-60-18

Here’s a rosé with character! From Höllenpfad and Rosenheck, it’s perfect, uniting terroir, earthiness, prettiness and a chewy 
texture with redcurrant-like nip and spice along with charcuterie and rhubarb. This vinous rosé is a year-round wine with a solid 
3-4 year life-span, so please do not relegate it to the trivial or ephemeral.
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REGION / SUB REGION

Nahe / Meddersheim

VINEYARD AREA

18.5 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

10,800 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg 
(red slate with a high content 
of quarzite) 
Schloßböckelheimer In den Felsen 
(volcanic, porphyry) 
Sobernheimer Marbach 
(volcanic, porphyry) 
Meddersheimer Altenberg 
(slate and quartzite)
Schlossböckelheimer Königsfels 
(volcanic, porphyry)
Schlossböckelheimer Felsenberg 
(volcanic, porphyry)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Weissburgunder 
Grauburgunder 
Spätburgunder 
Frühburgunder 
Sauvignon Blanc

 We’re finally getting rid of the mat-
inée-idol photo we’ve been using, now 
that Harald has hit fifty and sports a few 
gray hairs. He can be serene about his new 
vintage, though; after a misalignment 
with the inherent nature of ’17, this new 
crop is custom-cut for this vintner, and 
thanks to some well-timed (and local-
ized) thunderstorms he had picture-per-
fect conditions for just exactly the kinds 
of wines he loves to make and that bring 
forth his deepest talents. 
 It’s curious how this portfolio circum-
navigates the Nahe; Hexamer is nearly 
as far upstream as you can go, and Kru-
ger-Rumpf is as far downstream. It’s cool-
er in Meddersheim and Hexamer’s wines 
embody it, but I suspect Harald would 
make the wines brilliant in any case, cuz 
that’s how he likes them.
 It’s an estate that won’t hold still. It 
keeps adding vineyards because great 
land is available at irresistible prices. If you 
probe you discover there are old stocks of 
back-vintages you never heard about, in-
cluding one that never was sold. Even the 
wine style is adapting to the new terroirs, 
and while Harald’s wines will always be 
on the ultraviolet side, the middle-Nahe 
wines are less high-strung than the (often) 
scintillating wines from his home village 
of Meddersheim. What is salient about 
Harald Hexamer’s winery is first, his iden-
tity as the keeper of the Rheingrafenberg 
vineyard, an outstanding site of which he 
is by far the biggest owner; second, his 
rare ability to make consistently gorgeous 
dessert-wines— few if any have the gift of 
keeping them sleek and racy even when 
they’re massively concentrated. And final-

ly, the diamond like cut and clarity of his 
wines overall, as if he refined them beyond 
refinement. A balance of two extremes is 
still a balance, but I find Harald’s wines 
are getting deeper and moderating their 
extremes into something more drinkable, 
and even, dare I say, more wholesome.
 He’s a vineyardist first, only thereaf-
ter a cellarmaster. “I can only attempt to 
optimize in the cellar what I pull from 
the vineyard; the quality of the grapes is 
decisive.” He handles as little as possi-
ble. The grapes are picked exclusively by 
hand and fermented very cold (below 12 
degrees celsius) with cooling when nec-
essary (“but we often pick so late we bring 
naturally cold fruit—below 10 degrees— 
back to the winery.”) Yields are controlled 
by pruning (“We often end up with only 
six to eight bunches per vine”).
 Most of the wines are whole-cluster 
pressed; “The most filigree wines come 
from this method.” 95% of all Rieslings are 
made in stainless steel, and only racked 
three to six weeks after fermentation is 
complete. The wines are bottled early to 
preserve their vigor. Acidity has been a 
theme here, less for its actual extent and 
more for the way it behaves; Hexamer’s 
wines are (if you like them) “brilliant” and 
(if you don’t like them) “tart.” Mind you, I 
don’t actually know if the wines are high in 
acidity; they just taste that way. Hexamer 
continues his ongoing bifurcation into two 
wineries. Not deliberately or by design, but 
de-facto, because as he adds more land in 
the central Nahe (with its volcanic soils) 
it becomes an important facet of his total 
production. It also stands apart from the 
upper-Nahe sites he’s always worked, and 
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STUFF THAT’S NOT RIESLING

2017 Grauburgunder ‘Vom Porphyr’ Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-HEX-71-17

3rd-use oak from local forests—1200-liter cask, in which about one-third of the wine was aged—but the headline here is PINOT 
GRIS ON PORPHYRY; Harald bought the vineyard thinking to plant Riesling, but wondered what sort of wine those P-Gris 
vines might give on such an unusual soil. What a gesture of terroir this is! It’s a fascinating refutation of the theory that terroir 
is only transmitted (or rendered, or narrated, pick your metaphor) by grape variety—and if you want further examples of the 
fatuousness of this idea, I direct your schnoz to Steinertal or Achleiten in the Wachau, whose soil-signatures are such as to 
supersede the variety planted. This wine comes from the site In Den Felsen (Among-The-Cli s) and has all the smoky Chinese 
5-spice mojo of porphyry. You have never tasted a Pinot Gris like it, and you really shouldn’t be without it. The ’17 is yet another 
remarkable bottling, dry, woody, a ton of volcanic twang; it’s a kind of dream Pinot Gris, robust flavor encased within a curiously 
sleek form. Serve it at cellar temp if you can.

2018 Spätburgunder Weissherbst Halbtrocken 
12/750ml | DE-HEX-60-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

This is not a rosé—it has no color! It also has accumulated a following, improbably, though maybe it’s both tasty and just weird 
enough. This ’18 is like tasting Vin Claire in Champagne; it’s an ether of PN, like tomato water. It’s fun, clear, delicious, not merely 
a novelty but a thing of charm and length and originality.

2018 Sauvignon Blanc Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-HEX-70-18

Think of Silex but in miniature; it has a volume of dense yet delicate flint and scree, discreet red-pepper, overall spiciness; it’s the 
opposite of the wildness of von Winning’s SBs; this is polite and tidy, but with seven acres of character and class.

2018 Scheurebe  +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-75-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Our hero’s first Scheu! You never forget your first Scheu…

The wine is discreet but elegant and true, in the grapefruit idiom, it shows its fundamental superiority to SauvBl—at least in 
Germany—and is sexy in an angular way, with an extended finish of fir, redcurrant and persimmon.

STUFF THAT IS RIESLING

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Eisendell auf der Südseite Riesling No. 1 ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-HEX-04-18

He might have called it Eisendell (the cadaster from which it hails, in the Rheingrafenberg) and even “GG” if he’d been in a 
mischievous mood, but whatever he calls it, the wine is loaded with promise. It was almost finished fermenting when I tasted it, 
showing a mass of fruit and a ripe refined finish, in which salt and scree turn up. Silly to say more, but my hopes are w-a-y high.

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Birkenfelder Riesling Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-23-18

This cadaster seems to offer the “sober bank-manager” side of quartzite—it reminds me a little of Burgberg—it’s starched, 
upright, gray; fennel frond and sassafras and a deep, deep moraine of scree and salts and summer savory. It’s on the dry side, 
Riesling for (us) Rockheads.

which are so well suited to his zingy ul-
traviolet style. Harald and I talked about 
whether that cellar regime was really per-

fectly suited to the more exotic, smoky 
wines of Schlossböckelheim, and he 
agreed that he’d been thinking along sim-

ilar lines. Meanwhile, the Meddersheimers 
maintain that winter-sun-on-icicles bril-
liance they’ve always shown.
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2018 Riesling ‘Porphyr’ +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Now we’re in the volcanic soils of Schlossböckelheim, and ’18 is a markedly mineral vintage of this perennially smoky, peachy, 
5-spice critter—and in good years it’s really perfect Riesling, the proof of its innate greatness at an affordable everyday level.

2018 Riesling ‘Quartzit’  +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-31-18

The best vintage in years. The ’18 minerality adds a resonance to the usual directly apple-y fruit; it’s like a lace curtain of spindrift, 
and the moderate RS makes for a super flexible wine.

2018 Meddersheimer Altenberg Riesling Kabinett  
12/750ml | DE-HEX-30-18

Pure mirabelle! Brisk, bright and snappy, with a bit of sweetness to spare.

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling Spätlese  
12/750ml | DE-HEX-40-18

A warm-honey shrunken-berry richness recalls 2005—though with less acidity—it’s a little baroque but also structured and not 
obtrusively sweet; just an old-school generous Spätlese.

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling Auslese ‘Minus-5’  + ( + ) 
6/375ml | DE-HEX-83-18H

A baby-Eiswein picked in December at minus-5º Celsius, Harald didn’t register his intent to make Eiswein and so he can’t label 
it “Eiswein,” but that’s OK; it recalls the olden days when you could attach “Eiswein” to different quality levels—I once saw a 
Franken wine labeled “Kabinett Eiswein” that tasted as strange as it sounded—and this one is a classic “Auslese-Eiswein” that we 
don’t see any more.

It’s like a liqueur of Asian pear and ginger with bright but not spiky acidity.

2018 Sobernheimer Domberg Riesling Eiswein ( +  + ) 
6/375ml | DE-HEX-80-18H

Wonderful essence and purity; it may end up being called “BA” because the inspector didn’t confirm the harvest temperature 
(!), which Harald is challenging, but regardless of the name, the wine is excellent.

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling BA (160º)  
6/375ml | DE-HEX-85-18H

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling TBA (180º) 
6/375ml | DE-HEX-87-18H

2018 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling TBA No. 1 (210º)  
6/375ml | DE-HEX-88-18H

Not possible to take notes, but Hexamer has a singular and admirable track record for making monstrously concentrated 
dessert wines that are always sleek and clear. This looks like a classic trio.
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THE OLD GUYS

2007 Meddersheimer Rheingrafenberg Riesling Spätlese 1-star +  +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-41-07

A superb 2007 that’s drinking like a dream. All the “purple” of the vintage; wonderfully supple fruit anchored by dramatic acidity 
and-still-tactile extract. Length to spare leads into a complex finish of orchids, herbs and minerals.

2007 Schlossböckelheimer In Den Felsen Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-HEX-45-07

Softer and more exotic, 5-spice and violets, this is gentler and more inferential and umami-rich, a sort of elixir, less “fragrance” 
than perfume.
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REGION / SUB REGION

Nahe / Münster-Sarmsheim

VINEYARD AREA

29 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

15,500 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Münsterer Dautenpflänzer 
(slate with sandy loam) 
Münsterer Pittersberg 
(slate) 
Münsterer Rheinberg 
(weathered quartzite and sandy loam) 
Binger Scharlachberg Rheinhessen 
(Rotliegend and porphyry) 
Bingerbrücker Abtei Ruppertsberg 
(slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Pinot Blanc 
Pinot Gris 
Pinot Noir 
Scheurebe

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture

 I know it looks like a lot of wines, but 
you wouldn’t believe how fiercely I cull 
them down. I hope Georg Rumpf realiz-
es that I haven’t “rejected” these wines—
and certainly not on grounds of quality 
—but when so many possibilities are in 
play I want to form an offering that won’t 
give you mind-freeze. This is a clear and 
present danger when you have a German 
(mostly) Riesling grower with a lot of 
land and with the national penchant for 
many, many different bottlings. Which, 
by the way, I like and approve of deeply 
and fundamentally, though I do need to 
ask whether it’s consistent with a near-
30-hectare estate, at least if your hapless 
importer doesn’t want his customers to 
freak out. It always feels somewhat mi-
asmic to taste here, as though someone 
has strewn a thousand musical notes on 
the floor and now we have to pick them 
up and make them into music.
 Then at the end I look it over, and 
it’s a wonderful offering full of beautiful 
wines, and all’s right with the world, and 
I’m brushing my teeth with my pinkie that 
night...

A PROFILE OF THE SITES
Dautenpflänzer is one the leading Grand 
Crus of the lower Nahe, with a typical 
mélange of soil types within its borders. 
Rumpf claims some of it is slatey and some 
of it is “sandy loam,” which agrees more 
with the standard references. It is in any 
case singular and immediately significant, 
giving a sometimes damnably complex set 
of aromas and flavors including coconut, 

violet, soursop, leaf-smoke—it is a very long 
list even if you’re sober. In any case it be-
longs with the vamping exotics of the Nahe. 
Pittersberg is the other of the top Crus, 
and this site is more classic and less 
mischievous than its neighbor. Stefan 
refers only to “slate” and very often the 
wine smells just like Mosel wine—in 
fact just like Graacher Himmelreich. “In 
parts dusty loam over slate,” according 
to the textbook. Pittersberg is related 
to the Rüdesheimer Berg Schlossberg, 
which is just over the Rhine less than 
two miles north, though without the 
Taunus-quartzite of the Rheingau site. 
Diel’s great Pittermännchen is also on 
slate; I’m sure the similar names are not 
coincidence. Pittersberg gives firm, nutty 
Rieslings. 

Rheinberg is the steepest of the three, on 
weathered quartzite and dusty loam— 
“similar to Rüdesheimer Berg Roseneck,” 
according to Stefan. It’s flavors are indeed 
virtually identical, though the Nahe wine 
has a grace and curvaciousness the more 
stoic Rheingauer lacks. Sweet apples 
and yellow fruits are paramount here, 
though the minerally terroir notes give a 
firm foundation. These are wines of true 
charm, not merely winning ways. I’d cat-
egorize it as a 1er Cru.

Scharlachberg is a Grand Cru, but in 
fact a Rheinhessen Grand Cru, as it sits 
across the (mighty!) Nahe from Mün-
ster- Sarmsheim; it’s a serious prow of 
hillside acting as a kind of warm-up to the 
Rüdesheimer Berg just to its north over 
the Rhine—though on a radically differ-

KRUGER-RUMPF
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ent soil; a mélange of rotliegend and var-
ious volcanic derivatives (e.g., porphyry). 
The wines are, or can be, superb, seeming 
to mingle the succulence of Hipping or 
Pettenthal with the exotics of Felsenberg 
or Dautenpflänzer.

Bingerbrücke Abtei Rupertsberger is a 
recent (2015) and valuable addition to the 
stable. A “first-growth” site according to 
the old Prussian land-classification, it is 
among the steepest vineyards in all of Ger-
many, and probably has the Nahe’s oldest 
vines—over 80 in some cases. It’s about as 
far downstream as Nahe vines grow with 
only the tiny Hildegardsbrünnchen being 
nearer to the Rhine. The soil, at least in 

the sirloin parcel owned by Rumpfs, is the 
very rare Phyllite, (“a fined grained meta-
morphic rock. It is foliated, meaning that 
it has noticeable layers, and splits easi-
ly. A defining characteristic is the shiny 
surface, called phylitic luster caused by 
the mica particles within the rock.”) un-
known elsewhere in the Nahe and made 
most famous in the Rheingau, where it 
appears in the renowned Rauenthaler 
Baiken. Curiously, the standard-reference 
to Nahe vineyards—admittedly rather old 
(1979)—doesn’t mention this soil. Rumpfs 
have done old-school vinifications for 
their new prize parcel, spontis in cask 
with lots of lees-aging, and leaving aside 
the sweaty work entailed in the vineyard, 

this is a conspicuously interesting story 
for this grower.

 The consensus is that the estate is 
“improving” year to year. I think this is 
true but it also isn’t obvious. It’s a sizeable 
winery, and has a restaurant attached, 
and there’s a lot to do, plus Georg is on the 
move with new plantings and new vine-
yards and manifold other projects. He’s 
what we’d call “dymanic.” What I myself 
see in the wines is a process of continu-
al refinement, imparting greater finesse 
and clarity, but I think it’s old news that 
Kruger Rumpf is getting better. They’ve 
gotten (even) better, and the driving force 
is a push to be excellent.

2014 Brut Rosé  +  + 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-79-14

Zero dosage, the wine shows an onion-skin color; tirage in March 2015, it will be disgorged soon. Mousse is silky, and the flavor 
is ultra PN, like Aubry with more flesh; it’s another old-soul being unconcerned with anything but its perfect rustic truth. Yay!

Brut Rosé, N.V. 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-79-NV

The “regular” one is stylish, charming and substantive; it’s all 2015, deg. January 2019, wood-fermented; it shows a ton of fruit 
but isn’t “fruity,” and shows just how far German fizz has come in the last ten years.

2018 Pinot Noir Rosé Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-KRF-60-18

From Kapellenberg and Rheinberg, this is one of the savory ones, a rosé of vinosity, rhubarb and earth.

2018 Scheurebe Spätlese + 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-71-18

Top-3 manglings of the word “Scheurebe:” Shuh-roob. Shooby-rooby. Sha-boomy. I made none of these up. In German the eu 
sound is always like this: OY. Like boy-toy. Here’s a mnemonic: when you think of the EU, you want to say “Oy!” OK? For shit’s sake, 
if you can pronounce “Mourvédre” you can pronounce Scheurebe. This is all from the “GG” Dautenpflänzer (whose name can 
only be used for Riesling, thanks to the wisdom of the VDP trilateral commission poobahs), it has zero botrytis and was picked 
“extremely” late. It was the last wine we tasted, and my entire note, repeated here verbatim and pure, was “Oh for fuck’s sake!”

YES RIESLINGS NOW THANK YOU PLEASE
2018 Estate Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-01-18

Leaner than the ’17 but not lean; marked minerality, scree and rock-dust; classic Nahe, mizuna, ginger and violet; the palate is 
zippy and salty and quite floral; firm and tensile and balanced on a quivering, tingling line; good length, with a dusty rocky finish.

2018 Riesling Trocken Abtei ‘1937’ 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-10-18

A special lot aged in a Hösch 1200-liter cask, it comes from the best part of the site, planted in 1937 and shows a lovely old-
school touch, from the bright silvery mineral and the warm breathy caskyness.
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2018 Im Pitterberg Riesling Grosses Gewächs +
6/750ml | DE-KRF-14-18

2018 Burgberg Riesling Grosses Gewächs +  + 
6/750ml | DE-KRF-15-18

Here’s how it goes. I taste through all the GGs and try to glean where they each will go, and which are likely to be best. Then a 
year or two later I drink them in their finished form and see how wrong I was. Or was I wrong? I make the best guess I can, with 
30-some years behind me, knowing how wines generally behave and how they might surprise you, and to feign certainty under 
those circumstances is a knave’s game. But what else can I trust? I’m not always wrong; sometimes I’m right! Maybe even often. 
Just know, please, that this is educated guesswork—but with that out of the way, this is what I found on the day….

Pitterberg has what the Germans call “Fond,” which connotes a sort of concentrated stock, more than broth and less than 
demi-glace. It has density, and it seems to have been born balanced. Burgberg demonstrates profundity or the strong 
potential thereof. It is resolutely un-trivial. It’s not “austere,” it simply has no time to suffer fripperie.

2018 Estate Riesling 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-20-18

More facets and more material than the regular est. Riesling; there’s more dialogue, more voices in the chord; strongly scented 
(mirabelles), saltier, and significantly more useful, with more verve than its drier twin, and while this finishes dry it is infinitely 
more savory. 

I’m not trying to slam the dry version; it’s as good as such a wine can be, and Rumpfs are properly proud of it. I am saying that 
this kind of wine is a better kind of wine. It’s a more helpful and precious genre. 

2018 Riesling ‘Phylit’ Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-KRF-21-18

Basically the runoff of the dry Abtei, it’s a thoroughly singular wine, at once both delicious and also stern and smoky, with complex 
fruit and an adamant finish.

2018 Dautenpflänzer ‘Im Langenberg’ Grosse Lage Riesling Feinherb + 
6/750ml | DE-KRF-22-18

All them words, right? But how else does one convey that it comes from a cadaster in a Grand Cru and it isn’t dry (or it would 
have been a “GG”)?

In any case this seems to me to be the genius of Rumpf, wines just like this, an old-school, rugged, smoky and boxwoody 
being; harkens to a time when serious people tool a serious thing seriously—and were then comforted because at least they 
were engaged with the world. The question of “how” these wine tasted hardly seemed to pertain; it was Riesling, they all knew 
Riesling , knew how it sometimes narrated the mystery, as they sat in the room and listened. The rest was aesthetics.

2018 Münsterer Rheinberg Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-30-18

Our basic and faithful friend, this perennial and tasty Kabinett from the steep quartzite vineyard, and this ’18 is sleek and 
rippling and snappy and racy.

2018 Im Pitterberg Riesling Kabinett + 
12/750ml | DE-KRF-31-18

Another forward-into-the-past bottling—in this case Georg wanted to make the kind of Kabinett his father made in the 80s, 
decidedly on the dry side, not very ripe (this has just 82º Oechsle), gentle and tertiary, and even on the dry side it shows Cox’s 
orange pippins and balsam and its genial Buddhist repose. Cask fermentations help to highlight the tertiary flavors.

2018 Im Pitterberg Riesling Spätlese ‘Goldkapsel’  
12/750ml | DE-KRF-42-18

(Still showed fermentation aromas but a seamless and wholesome balance could be sensed, and it left me with greater 
optimism than three other Späts did. That trio along with two Auslesen will be visited again when they’re more ready, or I am.)
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REGION / SUB REGION

Nahe / Burg Layen

VINEYARD AREA

25 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

15,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Pittermännchen 
(slate) 
Goldloch 
(gravel) 
Burgberg 
(quartzite) 
Dorsheimer Pittermännchen 
(slate) 
Dorsheimer Goldloch 
(gravel) 
Dorsheimer Burgberg 
(quartzite)

GRAPE VARIETIES

70% Riesling 
25% Pinot Noir, 
Pinot Gris and 
Pinot Blanc

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture

 The estate is so much Caroline’s (and 
Sylvain’s also, importantly) that I some-
times wince a little at the whole “Schloss-
gut” business, because these days it feels 
more like a family and less like a “castle.” 
Questions persist about whether Caroline 
is changing the wines, but to me these 
are obtuse questions. I don’t suppose 
she’s traipsing through the winery saying 
“I must change this-and-that-and-this.” 
I rather think the whole thing will alter 
over time simply because she is who she 
is. Whether these alterings can be dis-
cretely tasted is something that remains 
to be seen. The whole thing will play in a 
new key, even if the notes are arranged as 
always. 
 Outside (and young) observers will 
wonder why I bring it up at all. Genera-
tions change all the time in wine estates. 
Here, though, it’s kind of a Thing, and 
here’s why. Caroline’s father Armin was 
quite the macher in the German wine 
scene, a famous writer and reviewer, 
head of the Nahe VDP, and something of 
a raconteur. He was also extremely con-
nected—you’d not have been surprised to 
see his wines served at the wedding of the 
daughter of the CEO of Mercedes-Benz 
or Deutsche Bank. Thus it was never a 
simple matter to approach the wines qua 
wines, because Armin’s personage cast 

such a long shadow. This era has ended 
now, and Armin appears to be blissed out 
by an elegant and peaceful retirement. 
Before much longer the majority of the 
estate’s customers will not know its recent 
history; they’ll only know the wines are 
delicious and stand among the elite of the 
region, and indeed in all of Germany.
 They are most saliently the wines of a 
single sort of writhing hillside, whose soil 
changes around every bend. All of them 
are “GGs” and they are, in a downstream 
direction, Pittermännchen, on crumbled 
slate, giving wines often dead-ringers for 
Uerzig’s Würzgartens, then Goldloch, 
which gives the most peachy and ba-
roque wines—best when they show their 
delicate mineral spine and aren’t merely 
“fruity”—and finally Burgberg, the small-
est holding, huddled into a small curve 
in the road, ostensibly on quartzite but 
tasting nothing like other quartzite wines; 
they are as stern as iron, craggy and tast-
ing as though their flavors were carved 
into them. In fruity vintages they can be 
stirringly poignant, as they seem to soften 
forgivingly.
 Finally, this is an estate that does ev-
erything well. There are no throwaway 
wines. As was made dramatically clear 
by the two sparkling wines with which 
we commenced the festivities….

SCHLOSSGUT DIEL
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OTHER-THAN-RIESLINGS

2018 Rosé de Diel + 
12/750ml | DE-SDL-61-18

One of Germany’s (if not the world’s) classiest rosés, this ’18 is like a bride in her dress, sniffing the air on her wedding morning. 
It has strength, determination, beauty, and all the hope in the world in its bright, streaming eyes.

2016 Pinot Noir ‘Cuvée Caroline’  
6/750ml | DE-SDL-60-17

Bottled in November 2018, it has lovely sweet fruit and polish, but is curiously and atypically tannic—yet it smells caressing 
and classy and has fine purity and “cool” perfume. I’d decant it and serve it with protein. Or else I misread this wine that day, 
because Caroline doesn’t like “scads of oak” or “hedonistic ripeness” (which she calls the Coca-Cola flavor) and I’ve never had a 
vintage where tannin obtruded.

RIESLING WITH AND WITHOUT BUBBLES

2012 Diel Riesling ‘Reserve’ Extra Brut 2012  
6/750ml | DE-SDL-70-12

Deg 11/2018, so 62 months of tirage, this is the nicest Blanc de Blancs Champagne that doesn’t actually hail from Champagne. 
It’s rather like a Coteaux Sûd, it has some disgorgement sharpness but its white-flower pudding-y fruit will emerge—is emerging. 
It isn’t ersatz-Champagne; it’s native sparkling wine made by people who love Champagne.

2008 Goldloch Riesling Sekt Brut Nature  + 
6/750ml | DE-SDL-73-08

Deg. 6/2017, so about 7 years en tirage, this is priced close to NV Champagne, yet there’s a world of Champagne that isn’t this 
good. This is exceptionally beautiful and refined, not unlike certain Cramants; polished, leesy, “drinky” (a Caroline word that has 
to be the best-ever wine descriptor) with a seductive finish. For the “basic” estate bubbly, this is an amazing achievement.

2018 Burg Layen Riesling Trocken ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-SDL-02-18

Impressive! Herbal, fennel frond and chervil; scree and dust but there’s also a warmth here even with the mineral powder ‘18s 
show; there’s an echo of burning-shoot smoke yet the wine displays an indulgent geniality also.

2018 Riesling ‘Eierfels’ Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-SDL-04-18

This is like “Der Ott,” the top dry wine below the GGs, using (mostly) the material deemed insufficient for those lofty boys,  
but this vintage is ideal; more generous now, and with a toasted scree and conifer profile, a minerally German Riesling in a more 
yielding matrix; it’s still a most-particular kind of wine, but it’s welcoming rather than forbidding.

2018 Riesling Schlossberg Trocken, 1er Lage  +  +
6/750ml | DE-SDL-05-18

They offer this as a sort of mini-GG but I don’t think it needs to yield to them, at all. This 2018 highlight starts with verbena and 
vetiver fragrances; the palate has mineral in the background, supporting a captivation of osmanthus and sorrel at its sweetest, 
along with linden blossom and aloe vera. By the way, a Zalto “Universal” will strangle this wine whereas any tulip shape will 
adore it. Not to mention our Jancis glasses...
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2018 Goldloch Riesling Grosses Gewächs 
6/750ml | DE-SDL-10-18

Obviously it’s premature to note such an embryonic wine, but it was striking in all its carrot elements, carrot greens plus chervil 
plus yellow beets, with little of the usual apricot. I can only say the wine seemed savory and food-like, and we’ll see what happens.

2018 Riesling Feinherb ‘Von Der Nahe’ 
12/750ml | DE-SDL- 20-18

Among the various estate—Rieslings I offer, this is the sleekest and most delicate, pure Nahe, sometimes charmingly shy but 
always classy.

2018 Diel Riesling Kabinett ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-SDL-30-18

Filtered today, so the finish was clipped, but the flavors were super-pretty, talc and white flowers.

2018 Dorsheimer Pittermänchen Riesling Kabinett  +
12/750ml | DE-SDL-32-18

Classic, slate and ginger, spiced apple and sassafras, and racy as all get-out.

2018 Dorsheimer Goldloch Riesling Spätlese  +
6/750ml | DE-SDL-43-18

An unusually green and herbal Goldloch—stone fruit only in the form of delicate white peach; the wine is entirely “white” tasting 
in fact, talc and zing; the finish is mineral and not quite dry.

2018 Dorsheimer Goldloch Riesling Auslese  +
6/375ml | DE-SDL-51-18H 
3/1500ml | DE-SDL-51-18M

For me this is an Auslese Ideal—“drinky” and euphoric and complete, energetically rippling and waving towards its brightness 
and acidity. Again, the finish is sweet and it’s not a dinner wine, but as an object it’s a ginger-candy DEE-LITE.



 It’s always dispiriting to consider all 
the good land in the Rheingau and all the 
complacent growers who seem to have 
resisted the healthy competitiveness of 
growers in other regions. I wonder if this 
will ever change. Of course it makes me 
grateful for the few really superb growers 
who swim against the current of medi-
ocrity, because I’ve always revered the 
great Rheingau wines. Always and still. 
But every time you hear that one of the 
old Great Names is reviving its old rep-
utation, you either don’t see it when you 
taste, or it turns out they’ve been doing 
illegal and unsavory things, as was the 
case with one conspicuous Great Name 
who was so corrupt there hardly seemed 
to be an illegal practice they omitted. 
 I have four suppliers here now, the 
most I’ve had in many years. Perhaps 
because of these outstanding wines, I’ve 
been willing to consider a little rustling 
I’ve been hearing in the leaves, a few 
green shoots that may be poking out of 
the ground in the Rheingau. I’ve heard 
these things before and the region has 
come up empty, and yet a forsaken hope 
stirs to be revived. I was among the first 
to suggest that all was unwell in this be-
nighted region, and I wouldn’t mind being 
early to the news of a renaissance, but I 
won’t read one in if it’s not actually there. 
Young readers won’t remember the old 
days, when all of German Riesling was 
divided into “Mosel and Hock,” with Hock 
indicating the Rheingau. In those days the 
Pfalz was an outlier, the Rheinhessen was 
considered trivial, and no one had heard 
of the Nahe. And so our lamentations over 
the demise of a classic region are based on 

both great memories and also on a para-
digm of Rhine Riesling that was profound 
and even magnificent, and was consis-
tently justified by splendid wines. Today 
we have either forgotten the Rheingau or 
we suppose it to be moribund and unim-
portant. Yet I have four estates to share, all 
of them peerless, and all of them keepers 
of a grail, and when you taste their wines 
it comes as a kind of shock—Oh yes, this 
was the Rheingau.
 But just what is this “this?” I think 
what the Rheingau contributes to Ries-
ling is a refreshingly unapologetic sense 
of seriousness. We so often think of Ries-
ling as something more or less “pretty” or 
charming or comely and even as we know 
how interesting it is, we anticipate a basic 
attractiveness. But classic Rieslings from 
the Rheingau are dignified, diffident, 
no-nonsense creatures, and even when 
they are beautiful—which they often 
are—they don’t care whether you notice; 
they are serenely unconcerned with the 
impression they make on you.
 We don’t really think of Riesling that 
way. We think of Grand Cru Chablis that 
way, we think of Savennieres that way, 
and maybe the best Pouilly-Fumé, but 
what Riesling other than Clos Ste Hûne 
is willing to enthrall without recourse to 
deliciousness? This doesn’t mean that 
Rheingau wines are unpleasant—far from 
it—but it means they are self-contained 
and sober, and it’s good for the world for 
there to be a region where Riesling is se-
rene, serious and confident, and while 
you are invited to enjoy their society, you 
aren’t encouraged to make big old pals.

THE RHEINGAU
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 In the central Rheingau—Oestrich, 
Mittelheim especially—the typical 
adamant firmess gives way to more 
fruit-prominent wines, and if these are 
the Spreitzers you taste you might wonder 
what I’m yammering about. Firm? These 
are juicy and delicious! As indeed they are. 
And so a few years ago I sought to decon-
struct the Spreitzer portfolio, to get some 
Hallgarten and Winkel and Hattenheim 
into the front of the picture, and even 
while this has indeed been done, there’s 
a texture about most of Andi Spreitzer’s 
wines I might describe as – suede. Not 
as suede as Breuer, and not as proudly 
scrupulous as Künstler, and certainly 
not as laser-chiseled as Goldatzel, these 
wines are in the Goldilocks spot where 
everything is just right. Their juiciness is 
inherent to the polish they seek.
 Yet they’re still Rheingauers, just a 
rather more joyful iteration of Rhein-
gauers. And while I taste (mostly) the 
same package of wines each year, I never 
feel a sense of stasis with Andi. He’s al-
ways probing and exploring, and if I look 
back even 8-10 years it’s clear he is always 
developing. I try to assemble a collection 
that alights upon as many styles as pos-
sible, for among other things, these are 
profoundly terroir-determined wines.

REGION / SUB REGION

Rheingau / Oestrich

VINEYARD AREA

21 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

12,500 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Oestricher Lenchen 
(gravel, clay) 
Oestricher Doosberg ; 
(gravel, clay, marl, loess, quartz) 
Oestricher Rosengarten 
(tertiary marl, loess, shell-limestone) 
Winkeler Jesuitengarten 
(sand, loess, gravel) 
Hattenheimer Wisselbrunnen 
(marl, loam) 
Hattenheimer Engelmannsberg 
(loess, loam) 
Hallgartener Hendelberg 
(clay, marl, colored-slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

96% Riesling 
4% Spätburgunder

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture

SPREITZER
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2018 Estate Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-SPR-01-18

Nowhere is the quest for ongoing improvement more dramatic than in this “little” wine. One sip and all I could write was “This 
works!” It’s juicy and herbal and apple-y, generous, direct and ingratiating.

2018 Riesling ‘Buntschiefer’ Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-SPR-09-18

From up the hill in Hallgarten, where the slatey soils and cooler nights give nutty firm wines utterly unlike the riverfront charmers. 
Here we find classic green-apple and walnut aromas and a fleshy, smooth palate, a sort of Graacher Himmelreich echo, mutsu 
apples, scree and slate, the wine is yummy, gentle and suave.

2018 Hallgartener Hendelbeg Riesling ‘Alte Reben’ Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-SPR-07-18

Made in not-new Stück, this one is more Domprobst, lime and pistachio and a firmer more unyielding slate; it’s not bracing but 
it’s more bracing than above, more explicitly mineral and firm, and the wood nuance is effective.

2018 Wisselbrunnen Riesling Grosses Gewächs + ( + ) 
6/750ml | DE-SPR-10-18

I can’t recall when a young Wisselbrunnen was this present, even more than the ’17 was. There’s a fine refined aroma of hickory 
nuts and conifer, that leads into a serious and suavely firm and substantive palate with lots of echo and umami, and then a 
stoniness enters, and the finish just doesn’t quit. Reminds me of 2012 at its graceful best, and it’s a pure Rheingau Grand Cru 
(at least from the riverfront), self-assured but not haughty.

2018 Rosengarten Riesling Grosses Gewächs + 
6/750ml | DE-SPR-11-18

Herbs, quince, mint, pea-shoot and a curious underlying stoniness; it made me think of oolongs and Sencha and grassy green 
teas; a singular Riesling of leaf upon leaf.

2018 Hattenheimer Engelmannsberg Riesling Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-SPR-22-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Loess appears (with tertiary marl and loess-loam too) and gives the classical wet-cereal Riesling, yet this ’18 is surprisingly 
firm and definite; conifer again, herbal and upright, indeed as nutty and straight-backed as a Wisselbrunnen; another excellent 
vintage of a TT-cellar favorite.

2018 Riesling ‘101’  
12/750ml | DE-SPR-20-18

A fun vintage of this, with vigor and zip, twitchy energy and crackly vitality. Hot-weather Riesling, like the wine itself has cold 
toes. This is much different from the basic estate-Riesling, in essence it’s from higher ground and shows the coolness of the 
nearby forests. (Psst! It’s also not completely dry…)

2018 Oestricher Lenchen Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-SPR-30-18

We made it drier, at which point it showed more mid-palate and less elbows-and-knees, becoming a frisky balanced wine with 
a crisp finish; mirabelles, yellow fruits and lemon-zest, salty and salivating. This wine has come a long way from the simpler and 
fruitier wine it once was.
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2018 Winkeler Jesuitengarten Riesling Spätlese + 
12/750ml | DE-SPR-40-18

There were two options. A drier one is classic, upholstered, earthy and dense with just an edge of sweetness, rural and with a 
fragrance of leaf-decay. The “sweeter” wine ran to the usual violet and lavender but showed a sweet finish, and yet the wine’s more 
playful. You guessed it; we blended them and enjoyed much of the best of both worlds, though Andi will keep at it until he gets 
the exact one he wants. I want this wine to be earnest and Jesuitical and also delicious. Tall order, but Andi’s a pretty tall guy.

2018 Oestricher Lenchen Riesling Spätlese ‘303’ +
6/750ml | DE-SPR-41-18

The cadaster is called Eiserberg (iron hill), from which a record-setting wine of 303º Oechsle was gathered back in the 1920s. 
The record’s since been broken but come on; this is the climate-change era. This ’18 has a blatant fragrance of iron, white 
flowers and pickled ginger and a mass of pulverized mineral; it’s as sleek as the 2004 and yet as rich as the 2015, and if there’s 
any botrytis it’s clean and discreet. The sweetness is taut and buzzing. The most exciting vintage in many years!

What is this wine, though? It’s somewhat too rich and intense for a typical Spätlese and too buoyant for a typical Auslese, and 
so it becomes a wine that’s oblique to the notion of “utility,” how it might be used. This can drive you crazy unless you can 
somehow cherish the whole idea of a wine existing merely because it is beautiful. OK, yes, that’s all well and good, but at some 
point we decide to open it, and then what, when, why, how? My only answer would be, that we contrive the occasion for the 
wine to be like a painting on your wall; you look at it and are happier and richer. It doesn’t have to “perform” in any way. It simply 
returns your life to you as a finer and deeper matter. And if a painting can do this, why not a wine?
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“Ask me who makes the best dry Ries-
lings in the Rheingau, then my answer 
has to be Gunter Künstler of the Franz 
Künstler winery in Hochheim, just as it 
would have been 20 years ago.”

– Stuart Pigott, from Best White Wine On 
Earth, The Riesling Story (2014)

 I love so many things about this estate, 
not least among them something I didn’t 
know until this year; they’ve been mem-
bers of FAIR’N GREEN since 2014, and 
didn’t preen about it or hasten to make 
sure that I knew. Here, check it out: I think 
it’s the most sensible organization of its 
kind: www.fairandgreen.de/en/english-
home-page/
 I also love Gunter himself; he’s about 
the most passionate men I know, who 
doesn’t wear it on his sleeve, and his pas-
sion doesn’t show as overt emotionality 
but rather as a power of intellect and de-
termination. He is in all the best ways a 
serious man. He is intellectually serious, 
ethically serious, beyond conscientious, 
and it stands to reason his wines, too, 
would be serious. Or what we could call 
“serious,” in shorthand terms. Please do 
not take this to mean he (or his wines) 
are solemn or dour. He isn’t and they’re 
not. If you taste his “fruitier” wines (Hölle 
in Hochheim to cite the most dramatic 
example) you’ll wonder WTF I’m talking 
about. But Gunter’s aim is to make wines 
of the nth-degree of clarity and expres-
siveness, and he isn’t worried about how 
come-hither they might be.
 This aligns neatly with the domestic 
German taste for powerful dry Rieslings 

that give no quarter. Gunter’s wines are 
polished and markedly sophisticated and 
they appeal to drinkers who like strong 
Rieslings regardless of how much “fruit 
or flowers” they might contain. Think of 
the Kamptal a moment: these are more 
Gaisberg and less Heiligenstein. The man 
has such a steady hand it’s all I can do to 
triage among the availabilities, and con-
fining the offering to twelve wines was 
nails on a blackboard.
 Künstler is now essentially bracketing 
the Rheingau, with land in Hochheim and 
Rüdesheim. (Yes I know there’s other vil-
lages “technically” part of the Rheingau 
but actually and properly part of the Mit-
telrhein.) The Rüdesheim thing is fairly 
new, and gives this vintner a chance to 
speak a radically different language than 
that of his native Hochheim. The latter is 
also “attached” to the Rheingau because 
the wines kind-of resemble Rheingau 
wines, plus where else could they put it? 
The river Main, which defines the wines of 
Franken, empties into the Rhine at Mainz, 
and the very last vineyards on its north 
bank are those of Hochheim. The great 
site is Domdechaney, followed closely 
by Kirchenstück—both Grand Crus—fol-
lowed by Hölle and Stielweg which I think 
are 1er Crus, though I suspect Gunter 
would disagree. Soils run to loams, marls 
and clay, and the microclimate in Hoch-
heim is rather more humid than its envi-
rons.
 Cellar work is generally in line with 
the norms among elite producers. Musts 
settle by gravity and are pressed clear. He 
ferments with cultured yeast, because it’s 
often still warm when grapes are being 

REGION / SUB REGION

Rheingau / Hochheim

VINEYARD AREA

42 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

Between 250,000 and 320,000 
bottles total

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Hochheimer Domdechaney 
(calcareous clay marl with 
pebbles from the river Main) 
Hochheimer Kirchenstück 
(heavy limestone with loamy loess) 
Hochheimer Hölle 
(heavy clay with limestone sediment) 
Hochheimer Herrnberg 
(limestone debris with layers of sand)
Rüdesheimer Berg Rottland 
(Tanus quartzite and loess) 
Rüdesheimer Bischofsberg 
(loess, loam) 
Rüdesheimer Drachenstein 
(Tanus quartzite and loess)

GRAPE VARIETIES

80% Riesling 
12% Spätburgunder 
8% Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, 
Grüner Veltiliner and Silvaner

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture

KÜNSTLER
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picked (“Which means flies and bees…”) 
and to work sponti would mean a greater 
risk of volatile acidity. The cellar orients 
toward cask as opposed to steel, though 
each is used. Wood gives the ideal low 
tech micro-oxygenation. The overriding 
goal is to produce wines with “heart and 
soul,” and here I think is where these new 
Rüdesheimers are especially interesting. 
Of course it will take several more years 
for these vineyards to improve to Gunt-
er’s prevailing standard, but it’s already 
apparent how much more unruly the 
Rüdesheimers are compared to the rather 

more comme il faut Hochheimers. 
 This was the first collection of ‘18s that 
really thrilled me, and four weeks later as 
I reflect on it, nothing else I tasted was 
any better than these. I can’t say I under-
stand why, except to lamely observe that 
‘18’s floral style gave Gunter’s wines a lyric 
touch they don’t often display.
 I confess I sometimes see Künstler’s 
wines through a veil of dismay. “Riesling” 
is already a wee niche in our wine sensi-
bilities, and “dry Riesling” is even more 
forbidding, yet whenever I taste Gunt-
er’s wines—in any vintage—I find myself 

wondering Why don’t we beat a path to this 
door?? These polished, animated, soulful 
beings would seem to give us everything 
we can ask from wine. Everything we do 
ask, in fact, though what we ask for, i.e., 
what we think we like (or think we ought 
to like) is often at odds with what we actu-
ally buy and consume. I’d laugh out loud 
if I ever heard someone declaim Me? I like 
blatant, vulgar wines! Well then, blessings 
on you for your honesty! Meanwhile, these 
truly exquisite ‘18s will snuggle up with 
the few of us who seek exquisiteness and 
will not settle for its facsimiles.

REDS

2016 Pinot Noir ‘Tradition’ 
12/750ml | DE-KUN-60-16

After all my yammering about the Rieslings, I’m gonna show you the whole range of Pinot Noirs, for which Gunter is equally well 
reputed. This one’s made in 1,000-liter casks; it consists of the “rejects” from the single-sites, and please please, drink it from a 
tulip and not from the homicidal Zalto “Universal.” This creamy and fruity wine is classic Dijon clone and has a bell pepper note 
a bit like the 1998 Côtes du Beaunes—indeed this recalls an honorable Beaune from a good grower.

2016 Reichestal Pinot Noir GG 
6/750ml | DE-KUN-63-16

I kept insisting I’d prefer the Assmanshäuser, and revved my motor in that direction, but I had to concede I liked this one more. 
Silly me. It’s stylish and “sweet”—a fine, silky vegetable sweetness, like roasted beets. A sophisticated PN, and would make a 
fascinating tandem with Diel and von Winning.

2017 CASK SAMPLES: Bearing in mind the Great Truth of Wine, that it is always better in cask, I want to offer access to these 
wines, which will be released September 1st. There are three, for now—the “Tradition,” the Stein GG and perhaps the most 
exciting, the Reichestal GG. 2017 in general is a more rugged vintage than the slim lithe 2016, but lovers of full-bodied 
sumptuous PN will prefer it.

2018 Spätburgunder Rosé  
12/750ml | DE-KUN-62-18

Refined, balanced and lovely—and not bone-dry. It’s along lines of the great 2016, which was one of the best rosés I’ve ever 
offered; this one is charming, streamlined yet vinous.

RIESLINGS!

2018 Estate Riesling Trocken +  +
12/750ml | DE-KUN-01-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Clearly this wine is too good, so much so that it suppresses interest in the (ostensibly) better wines to follow. It is also the highest-
priced wine among the estate-Rieslings herein. And yet! How can it be more charming, deft, smart and pretty? Only Dönnhoff’s 
bottling is in the same class. This is pure euphoria in a glass. 
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2018 Hochheimer Kirchenstück Riesling Trocken Erste Lage  +  + 
12/750ml | DE-KUN-03-18

This “GG” site —justifiably so—is available as a sort of “2nd-wine” that used to be called Kabinett Trocken until such heresy 
was disallowed. I offer the outstanding GG below, and it is outstanding—but I love this one more. It is a perfect meeting of 
petals and stones, like plum trees blossoming on a rocky escarpment. Barely 12% alc, it leads with fruit and then the tenderest 
reminder of mineral and then a jot of white hyacinth, all in a heart-renderingly cool creamy texture. I said I wouldn’t buy any 
wine this year—dude my cellar’s bursting—but how can I not buy this??

2018 Hochheimer Domdechaney Riesling Trocken Erste Lage +  +
12/750ml | DE-KUN-05-18

Here we draw almost toward Langenmorgen or Grainhübel and again with the ravishing charm of the best ‘18s; a smoky, 
intricate wine with a Grand Cru cling of endless savory length; like lamb shank in a white wine braise with marjoram; finishes 
with a quarry’s worth of scree.

2018 Hochheimer Herrnberg Riesling Trocken Erste Lage + 
12/750ml | DE-KUN-06-18

Try as I might, I couldn’t talk myself out of this. I really do try to keep these offerings tidy! This was so different, so other than the 
two above, it just simply Belonged. Like a Phô of rich vinosity, with nuances of cilantro, spelt, lentils and fennel frond.

2018 Berg Rottland Riesling Grosses Gewächs + 
6/750ml | DE-KUN-14-18

This is total crackers and spelt dough and sunflower seeds and rye crisps; as always the Achleiten of the Rheingau (though with 
less torque and alcohol than the Wachauer), a singular but moderate beast.

2018 Kirchenstück Grosses Gewächs + 
6/750ml | DE-KUN-12-18

This has the mineral complexity I expected, and it’s more profound than its little brother above, but like many GGs it is also self-
serious and its flavors are in ALL CAPS. There’s more torque and “intensity” and saltiness—and it’s an outstanding wine—but is it 
more beautiful than the lighter one? Do you want to hear someone making a point, or would you rather have a kiss?

2018 Hölle Riesling Grosses Gewächs +  + 
6/750ml | DE-KUN-10-18

I always like the somewhat fleshy Hölle in lighter vintages, when its yielding nature is more beguiling—and this ’18 is its moment 
of perfection. It’s not fruit-forward, exactly, and certainly not ingratiating, but it’s horizontal, inferential; straw and broth and 
meadow almost make me think of Chablis. The finish is firm, dry and lingering and with nothing that isn’t perfectly poised and 
balanced.

2018 Estate Riesling + 
12/750ml | DE-KUN-20-18

An off-dry variation on the estate Riesling, this is simply perfect, though a little less complex than its dry sibling—but you gain 
more florality and also an expansive and euphoric fruit.
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 From their admirably clear and well- 
written website: 

THE LEGEND OF GOLDATZEL

 “Once upon a time... there was a rich 
man’s little daughter in Johannisberg, who 
loved nothing more than to play with the 
family’s golden heirlooms. However, not 
only little daughters take pleasure in 
glamour and glitter, but certain birds do as 
well. And thus the drama ran its course: an 
open window, the little daughter distract-
ed, Atzel – the old German name for mag-
pie – grabs the most treasured piece in its 
claws and escapes unnoticed. Oh, dreadful 
woe! Until the fall, when – in a lucky twist 
of fate – logging caused the magpie’s nest 
with its golden plunder to tumble down 
a tree. As of that day, the thieving bird as 
well as the vineyard that was the site of 
the heirloom’s recovery have been known 
by the name Goldatzel (golden magpie).”

 Right now, this is the most hidden gem 
in this portfolio, the most unsung hero. 
That’s partly because Johannes Gross, 
my genial young friend, is a little on the 
retiring side (we introverts are good at 
spotting one another) as opposed to the 
buckets of hot charisma of certain other 
growers, and it also has to do with the 
wines. Because these are wines to which 
one must attend, and that is hard to do in 
a big tasting. Also, their detailed silvery 
style can seem diffident when surround-
ed by fleshier-flashier wines. I get to taste 
them with my undivided attention when 
I’m there (and I get to drink them all the 
time at home; I love these wines and my 

cellar’s full of them), and I’m here to tell 
you: nothing improves on the gleam, the 
cut, the clarity of these miraculous Ries-
lings. Nothing!
 This is a 12-hectare estate that’s re-
cently gotten an infusion of energy from 
young Johannes Gross, who is in his third 
year post-university (Geisenheim), and 
who is working seamlessly alongside his 
parents. I emphasize that; he isn’t taking 
a moribund estate and “rescuing” it, but 
he is guaranteeing its healthy future and 
making any number of small impacts.
 To the facts at hand. These are what I’d 
call CLASSIC Rheingau Rieslings, which 
is to say they are spicy, stoic and firm. 
The true RG-Riesling is almost never in- 
gratiating, though they are delicious in 
their cordial ways. They possess another 
kind of charm; the kind that doesn’t care 
what you think of them. Traditionally this 
kind of Riesling has always skewed dry, or 
dry-ish, and these wines are no exception. 
Nothing here is what any normal taster 
would call “sweet,” even the wines with 
residual sugar. But they are saturated with 
personality and with the easy command 
that makes such wines aristocratic.
 There’s a bevy of great vineyards: in 
Geisenheim the supernal Kläuserweg, 
probably that commune’s best site: in 
Johannisberg the great Hölle, giving 
rampantly powerful wines from its steep 
slope, as well as the Goldatzel and its 
crystalline wines with such fastidious 
chiseled clarity: nally the ( Winkeler) Ha- 
sensprung shows as it truly should show 
and all too rarely does, as its boundaries 
were absurdly extended by the numb- 
nuts ’71 wine law.

REGION/SUB REGION

Rheingau/ Johannisberg, 
Winkel and Geisenheim

VINEYARD AREA

12 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

Between 60,000-75,000 
bottles in total

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Johannisberger Goldatzel 
(loam, loess, quartzite) 
Johannisberger Vogelsang 
(gravel, sandy loam) 
Johannisberger Hölle 
(loam, quartza and 
some iron rich earth) 
Winkeler Hasensprung 
(deep loess, loam with 
chalk, quartz and slate) 
Geisenheimer Kläuserweg 
(loam, marl, chalky clay)

GRAPE VARIETIES

80% Riesling 
15% Pinot Noir 
5% other varieties 

GOLDATZEL
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 The family operates an informal 
restaurant up the hill from Schloss Jo- 
hannisberg, with a commanding view 
over the vineyards to the Rhine, and it 
would have sufficed for the wines to be 
decently competent, to be consumed by 
weekenders and gawkers. All the more 
impressive, therefore, just how serious 
and impeccable these wines are.
 The facts of the matter are, they fer-

ment with both neutral cultures and with 
ambient yeasts. In principle the wines are 
whole-cluster pressed, which accounts 
for their polish and transparency. Wines 
are made and developed in tanks or casks 
according to their characters. Fermenta-
tion temperatures can be controlled but 
very seldom are. The family has no “for-
mula” regarding lees-contact, preferring 
to judge it wine by wine. They bottle on 

the young side, to preserve primary fruit. 
Ecologically the estate is classic “sustain-
able,” which means (among other things) 
that spraying is usually done between 
2:00-3:00 in the morning, so as to inhibit 
unwanted dispersal. “We do not use cop-
per, insecticides, botyticides. If herbicide 
is used, it is only underneath the vines 
and [no more than] once a year; the use 
is more and more declining.”

2017 Geisenheimer Kläuserweg Spätburgunder  
6/750ml | DE-GLD-60-17 

They’re proud of their Pinots, but in the early days I wanted to keep this as tidy as I could, plus there’s a lot of splendid Riesling. 
But this is an impressive PN from a superb vineyard; it has class and density, smoky oak but not blatant, nubby tannin and a 
long leaf-smoky finish. I’ve had many more “celebrated” PNs that weren’t this good.

DRY RIESLINGS

2018 Gutsstück Rheingau Riesling Trocken
12/750ml | DE-GLD-04-18

Made from (Geisenheimer) Kilzberg and (Johannisberger) Vogelsang, this wine is equivalent to Nigl’s Freiheit rendered as 
Rheingau-Riesling; quince, lemon, straw, a strict crisp wine, precise rather than juicy.

2018 Winkeler Hasensprung Riesling Kabinett Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-GLD-02-18

Nigl keeps coming to mind. This reminds me of Piri with key lime, sorrel, wisteria and woodruff—a wonderful aroma! It’s as if 
Dönnhoff made the dearest little whisper of Kabinett from Kirschheck; a finish of crushed stone and cherry blossoms.

2018 Johannisberger Goldatzel Riesling Spätlese Trocken ‘Bestes Fass’ + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-GLD-09-18

They offer their favorite dry (and off-dry) wines as “best cask,” and the actual wine can change from year to year.

The estate “Goldatzel” also farms a vineyard named Goldatzel, a high-elevation site near the woods, which also receives less 
sunlight and is therefore among the last to be picked. I adore this vineyard, and have for years—to me it’s the “GG” that ought to 
be and isn’t. The wines are green and shady and crystalline, for lovers of finesse and detail; absorbing, aristocratic Rieslings.

And this one is beyond refinement, like Nigl’s Goldberg without the caraway-seed, instead a cool flowery oolong, jade and 
orchid; tertiary mineral length. I wrote “It’s like the albino emperor of a nation of herbs.” I think I know what I meant by that….

2018 Geisenheimer Kläuserweg Riesling Trocken ‘GG’ +
6/750ml | DE-GLD-03-18

Solid, masculine power now; sleek lines but Ferrari torque. Like a Hiedler Kittmannsberg if Martin Nigl made it one year. 
(Kläuserweg often seems to show Veltliner flavors, actually.) A juicy mid-palate warmth; flavors bask here, sunlight ripples in the 
air, and the sweet smell of warm straw wafts over on a sigh of wind.
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NOT-DRY RIESLINGS

2018 Riesling ‘Wie In Flüge’ 
12/750ml | DE-GLD-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

“As time goes by,” is meant to be an alfresco quaff enjoyed in the caprice and repose of a gentle warm evening. The wine is as 
pretty as can be, a perfectly light, dry-enough Riesling; it was just bottled, so by June it’ll be a 3-ring circus of fruit. Now on a 
cold March morning it’s just cool and witty.

2018 Johannisberger Goldatzel Riesling Kabinett Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-GLD-22-18

This wine is the beating heart of this domain. Not the “best” or most impressive wine—well, maybe not—but the voice-of-the-
soul, which is why we’re core-listing it and offering it year-round. It’s crystalline, cool, floral and exquisite; every virtue of German 
Riesling is on lilting twirling display; it billows and swells with air, getting more mineral and (even) more articulate. I sip it and 
think, yes, THIS is what I stand for.

2018 Johannisberger Goldatzel Riesling Spätlese Feinherb  +  +
12/750ml | DE-GLD-24-18

A greater swell and exhale of ripeness, naturally, with more grain and pear, freesia and hyacinth—and even Parmesan, I swear. 
It has a golden stern power, perfect balance, measured strength, a genial yet absolute authority and a length that’s like the 
pulsing core of the fruits.

2018 Johannisberger Hölle Riesling Spätlese Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-GLD-25-18

It bears mentioning that this estate’s Feinherb wines are always ON THE DRY SIDE of that designation. “We’re not interested in 
Feinherb wines with twenty-plus grams of residual sugar; our Feinherb wines are just a little above Trocken.” This is a Riesling-
lover’s Riesling; savory, mineral, lip-smacking, grains and spelt and brassica and vetiver; Darjeeling tea and pepper... the wine is 
out in the fields, whereas the Goldatzel was standing beneath the flowering tree.

2018 Johannisberger Hölle Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-GLD-30-18

Typically firm and strong, on the dry side; toasty, oatmeal, allspice…in effect this is the paradigm for “Rheingau.”

2018 Winkeler Hasensprung Riesling Spätlese 
12/750ml | DE-GLD-40-18

(Just bottled and really closed-in) It seems like a ripe, plump G-Major chord—see if the brightness emerges... right now all that 
appears is a nuance of autumn leaves near the end when they exhale their sweet decay, that poignant umami before the first 
snow. But none of this may be true.

2018 Winkeler Hasensprung Riesling Auslese  +
6/500ml | DE-GLD-50-18

Clean botrytis leads us into an essence of Hasensprung; ripe, limey and floral and bright but not appreciably sweet; matja and 
lime juice lead to a finish that seems sweeter than the palate itself.



70 2019 Germany � The Rheingau � Georg Breuer

 The wines are far from abstruse yet it 
takes time to get deeply into them, and 
the process can’t be hastened. That said, 
I can confidently assert at least this one 
thing: the wines taste better and truer in 
daylight than in cellar-light. Paradoxi-
cally, it’s daylight that reveals the wines’ 
own darkness, for these aren’t “morning” 
wines, they’re twilight wines, gloaming 
and full of atmosphere and rustlings and 
busy unseen things. I have said elsewhere 
that there are wines that display and 
wines that breathe, wines that explain and 
wines that reveal, wines that narrate and 
wines that….sing. This second, other type 
is very much present here at Breuer, yet 
it seems impossible to contrive, to bring 
about on purpose. It is instead a by-prod-
uct of other ways of envisioning wine and 
of working to enact that vision. You set 
about to do This, and you also get That, 
and then I come along and go all Deepak 
all over you. But still, I know what I know.
 Theresa is a bright spirit. Everyone’s 
fond of her, and she’s smart and funny 
and reminds me in some ways of Heidi 
Schröck. Given that her wines carry me 
into my “soul” side, I worried that the 
way I wrote about them might bemuse 
her, but it turned out she was OK with it. 
“Please don’t be polite,” I asked; “I need 
to know if you’re really content with what 
I wrote.” I’m not being polite, she insist-
ed. “Are you sure,” I pressed, whereupon 
she kicked me under the table, right in 
the shins, and as I yelped out in pain she 
was all Still think I’m being polite now? 
Think you can maybe believe me, you pa-
thetic dog? OK, OK, you like what I wrote. 
Sheesh. Fucking shin’s still throbbing; girl 

can land a kick.
 Here’s what I wrote. You decide. If you 
like it, you can also kick me in the shins. 
 When I taste (or drink) a wine, first 
impressions are telling. They don’t con-
stitute the entire truth of a wine, but 
the truth they do tell is pure. Each time 
I had a Breuer Riesling I found myself, 
for want of a better word, stilled. There’s 
a thing some wines can do; they get you 
to stop what you’re doing and just quiet 
down and listen. This is different from 
the beam of attention you direct toward 
a wine you’re trying to “get.” It’s a remind-
er of the presence of silence. Not many 
wines deliver this and it has little to do 
with how “good” a wine may be. It bounc-
es right off your wish to evaluate or assess 
the wine. It won’t let you. If you insist on 
trying, it will confound you with a distort-
ed signal. If you can just listen, the wine 
will draw you in and you can be friends 
together. I don’t have any idea how this is 
brought about. And I suppose if anyone 
had any idea, there’d be a lot more wines 
like these. But there’s a corollary element, 
and that is texture. More saliently, there 
is a studied, meditative texture; the wine 
can’t be too buffed or brilliant. It needs to 
have something gentle, needs to convey a 
tenderness. And tenderness is a curious 
thing. It takes time. Early in love we may 
be ravishingly affectionate or exquisite-
ly gentle, but tenderness takes years; it’s 
the sum of all the things we’ve forgiven 
and been forgiven for. When I sense it 
in a wine, it feels beautifully old, bur-
nished and glowy. It feels like you slipped 
through a seam in the hillside and found 
some eternal stream of kindness, some 

REGION/SUB REGION

Rheingau/Rüdesheim and Rauenthal 

VINEYARD AREA

33 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

Between 150,000 and 
175,000 bottles in total

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Rüdesheimer Berg Schlossberg 
(predominantly slate and quartzite) 
Rüdesheimer Berg Rottland 
(rich loess, loam with 
some slate and quartz) 
Rüdesheimer Berg Roseneck 
(Tanus quartz and loess soil) 
Rauenthaler Nonnenberg 
(Monopole—phyllite soils—slate with 
white mica and gravel deposits)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling 
Pinot Noir 
Pinot Gris

GEORG BREUER
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place where the world always loves you.
It’s a lot to ask of a wine, so I don’t ask. 
Asking is futile. But when it comes to me, 
I know how to hear it. And I’d begun to 
wonder if I was hearing it in these remark-
able wines. (Often when I drank them I 
thought of Alzinger, another family of 
“loving” wines. ) 
 Theresa may read this and think “Well, 
I certainly had no idea that was what we’re 
doing,” and I wouldn’t blame her. Because 
it’s not something you set about to do. In-
stead it arises slowly and organically from 
your basic relationship to wine. You’re not 
aware you are steering toward anything 
like this, yet you find yourself there.
 There are clues, but not explanations. 
Theresa and Marcus are in aligned in an 
intuitive certainty that the wine will al-
ways lead the way. They don’t have a 
“regime” in the cellar; rather, they have 
flexibility among many possibilities, and 
the wine says where it wishes to go. The 

two of them work together as seamlessly 
as an old couple who don’t need a GPS to 
find their ways around. 
 Yet even while I doubt whether the 
existential life of these wines can be 
deconstructed, I do think it’s fair to ask 
whether Theresa could identify if and how 
her wines are different from those of her 
peers. Growers can squirm under a ques-
tion like that, but Theresa approached 
it head-on, “I don’t want to divert with 
wine making techniques, I don’t want to 
produce overloaded fruit bombs… I don’t 
want the wines to be everybody’s darlings; 
we try to produces wines with a character 
and a life line…” and this answer went 
part of the way. I asked her a bunch of oth-
er questions about basic cellar practices, 
and her answers were as I hoped—basi-
cally, it depends. That’s always the best 
answer.
 I found the wines to be uniformly 
soulful, whether I liked them a little or a 

lot. I felt I was in the presence of wines 
with beating hearts, not merely wines 
with “superb” flavors.
 Three families of wine emerge from 
the estate: Pinot Noirs from in and around 
Rüdesheim, Rieslings from Rüdesheim, 
and most compelling for me, Rieslings 
from Rauenthal, from a monopole hold-
ing called Nonnenberg. This commune 
can give the most heart-rending Rhein-
gau wines of all, and has suffered more 
than anywhere else in the region from 
underachieving among its landowners. 
A single taste of Breuer’s wines—any of 
them—from this village and you’ll know 
immediately; these are wines not only to 
respect, admire or appreciate—these are 
wines to wonder over. Wines of gratitude 
and contemplation.
 I’m increasing the offering by 50%, in 
part because the clearer look at the wines 
helped me to grok how fine some of them 
were.

2018 Spätburgunder Rosé 
12/750ml | DE-GBR-61-18

To quote Theresa quoting Christian Dautel, “The dreaded rosé!” and yup, I get it, and it’s why I only pick the earthy gnarly ones 
or else the ones so tasty no sensible person could resist them. This is in the first group, all sandalwood and shiitakes; it’s savory 
and interesting and you shouldn’t drink it too cold. More rhubarb than strawberry, it has the “cool” German lift but there’s a wee 
bit of tannin and the overall impact is a wine for charcuterie and a slew of grilled veggies.

2017 ‘GB Rouge’ Spätburgunder + 
12/750ml | DE-GBR-60-17

This is thoroughly delicious, as suave and velvety as PN can be; a sort of scree plus velour texture, and this gauzy little guy just 
sings his heart out, ever-genial, a wine of sympathy and loveliness that keeps you good company and doesn’t care how it  
might “show.”

2017 Spätburgunder +
12/750ml | DE-GBR-70-17

A slinky complex end-palate length takes this over the top. Porcini-dust fragrance at first; the color is quite pale but the wine 
is loaded, yet its material is dusky and contemplative. The little nub of dustiness is a helpful outline for a wine of inference and 
breath. How nice to be reminded; wine can do this.

2017 Riesling ‘Charm’ +
12/750ml | DE-GBR-20-17

There are two estate Rieslings, one called “Sauvage” and this one. They differ in source material and also in RS. Neither is sweet, 
but this one’s less un-sweet. Indeed, it has the 5-spice rhubarb “sweetness” (a question of temperament, not of fructose) of 
Rauenthal. It’s the consort of the “Rouge,” entering the room asking Who needs love in here? All I can suggest to you is, take the 
bottle, sit over there by yourself, take it easy; we’ll be here when you come back. Wines like this weren’t meant for swirling and 
hurling.

2017 Riesling Rauenthal  
12/750ml | DE-GBR-11-17

This has the pointed acids of many ‘17s, especially Mosels, but you have to adore that fruit! I do, at least.
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2017 ‘Terra Montosa’ Riesling Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-GBR-17-17

It’s the vestibule beyond which are the Grand Crus, basically; in this version there’s some phenolic action (from a new Stückfass), 
and it shows the muscular side of Riesling, making an adamant point in its salty gravelly way. I wonder if I’m really “getting” this 
very good wine right now.

2017 Riesling Nonnenberg +  + 
6/750ml | DE-GBR-18-17

I find this to be the spirit-kin of Alzinger’s Höhereck, something both numinous and inexplicable, with flavors you never imagined 
finding in something called “wine.” This is markedly clear in the ’17, which is a straightforward above-ground rendition, like the 
cool breeze after a squall. All to the good! Mysterious flowers, apricot blossom and Cox’s orange pippin; the finish is like 
chewing iris petals; searching, angular, bewitching. Top Rauenthalers have the mysteries of great Nahe Rieslings, and we’d 
know this better if there were only more top Rauenthalers (this commune is ground-zero for Rheingau underachieving, alas).

2017 Riesling Berg Schlossberg ( + ) 
6/750ml | DE-GBR-19-17

Potentially outstanding, it was in a petulant snit that day. Only shows mineral and a sort of resentful vinosity—but, but, but...
there’s also this Christmas tree thing, and this basket of cool mirabelles thing, and this wine knows things I don’t know, and it 
gets the entire benefit of my piddling doubt.

2013 Riesling Berg Roseneck +
6/750ml | DE-GBR-15-13

First offering as part of a new program to hold some wines back at least five years. Applause please! This ’13 is all butter-
sautéed apples with ginger powder and sea salt. By no means mature, it’s just not a toddler any more. Blown-out candle and 
quince take it toward Savennieres, only more crackly and pointed. 



 The Rhine valley between Bingen 
and Koblenz is a UNESCO World Heri-
tage Zone, and if you’re a tourist “doing” 
Germany you’re bound to see it. Yet for all 
the visitors it receives, it’s become rather 
sleepy as a wine region. 
 That’s actually due to the tourism, 
because the taverns and steamship lines 
drove the prices down to the point the 
grower couldn’t make a living in such 
steep land. Marginal vineyards were 
abandoned—and not only marginal 
vineyards. But there’s signs it may have 
bottomed out, as Weingart told me the 
vineyard acreage had actually increased 
of late. 
 It’s a wide sort of gorge the river cuts 
between the Taunus hills on its right 
bank and the Hunsrück hills on its left. 
There are riverfront vineyards and oth-
ers snaking off into lateral valleys head-
ing for the hills. Soils run to slate and 
quartzite in general, and the wines taste 
like fuller-bodied Mosels. There are very 
few “names” here, and the ones that do 
exist need to charge prices commensu-
rate with their costs, which are quite high 
in the perpendicular land. But I’m glad I 
went, because otherwise I’d never have 
met my hero—about whom you’re about 
to read…
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REGION / SUB REGION

Mittelrhein / Spay

VINEYARD AREA

4.3 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

3,300 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Bopparder Hamm Feuerlay 
(devonian slate) 
Bopparder Hamm Ohlenberg 
(devonian slate with 
small amounts of loess) 
Bopparder Hamm Engelstein 
(loess with variable contents of 
lime, slate and volcanic ashes)

GRAPE VARIETIES

93% Riesling 
5% Spätburgunder 
2% Grauburgunder

WEINGART

 Florian Weingart and I are introverted 
and anarchistic. It’s why he and his wines 
inspire me, and it’s also why we don’t sell 
very much of them. Long names, moving 
targets, prices on the high side, none of 
these things is designed for commercial 
stability, and so Weingart remains some-
thing of a secret treasure in these pages. 
This is especially poignant when he has a 
vintage as fine as 2018, his best since his 
great 2011s. The new crop is aligned per-
fectly with his aims and goals, though Flo-
rian himself was concerned by the same 
sourness I myself noted in many Rieslings 
I’d already tasted, though in his case the 
concern seemed to be unwarranted.
 It was also typical of him to have spo-
ken about it. Other growers who might 
have concerns about their new wines are 
wont to keep quiet about them. Maybe I 
won’t notice, in which case no harm no 
foul. What’s the point of prompting your 
customer to look for faults? This is under-
standable, though it precludes the kind of 
collegial dialogue I most cherish with the 
growers I represent. Not to mention this 
perfect adage, first relayed to me by Jo-
hannes Geil: “A grower will always tell you 
the truth about a vintage—one year later.” 
 Florian’s the-wine-comes-first ap-
proach is ideal as long as one has direct 
and close contact with his customers, to 
whom the yearly variations can be ex-
plained. Out in the “marketplace” we’re 
all so harried and distracted that varia-
tions from predictable patterns are rather 
a nuisance. It’s the woeful price we pay 
for actually doing what many other grow-
ers only pay lip-service to: following the 
wines wherever they lead.

 We’re a couple of salmons, him and 
me; we never met a stream we wouldn’t 
try to swim up, against every sensible 
current. Florian’s little revolution takes 
two forms. One, he’s resisting the urge 
to grow the estate, and wants in fact to 
shrink it down to about 4 hectares (10 
acres) because then he can do much of 
the vineyard work himself. Not for him, 
the task of being “winery sales manager,” 
schlepping hither and yon to this fair and 
that, hawking his wares. Nor is he eager to 
be an “estate administrator” giving peo-
ple orders to do things he’d prefer to do 
himself. He is, in his unassuming way, en-
acting an example of the world he wants 
to live in. I love this.
 The new winery and house are al-
most finished—only the tasting room’s 
left to build, so we tasted in a trailer on 
the worksite. The “compound,” when it’s 
done, is recessed from the village and 
bucolically nestled among the hills and 
vineyards. I think that Florian’s questing 
spirit will be happy there.
 This blessed man wants only to be 
truthful to his wines, which can create in- 
conveniences for him and me, but which 
I am happy to support regardless. Here’s 
Florian on the subject of long names: “I 
received a sub-site “appellation” (sort 
of) for the Bopparder Hamm Engelstein 
which is called “Am Weissen Wacke” be-
cause of the large quartz boulders found 
there. I plan to use it together with the 
site name. Bopparder Hamm Engelstein 
Am Weissen Wacke. I know it is something 
like Polterdorfer Rüberberger Domher-
renberg but still—it has a Story. Since 
both Kataster-lagen (that is actually the 
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thing that was eliminated by the wine law 
of 1970) contain slate and loess soils (and 
mixtures of both partly combined with 
varying amounts of volcanic ashes) we 
should plan for further sub-sub-appel-
lations and sub-sub-sub-appellations...” 
Look, I get it: the names are long, the 
wines aren’t cheap, they’re off-the-track, 
and they slip- slide around. The problem 
is, for me, they are superb, and I’m blown 

away by Florian’s integrity, idealism and 
by the example he’s setting on how to live 
a good life. Finally, please bear in mind, 
some of these steep slopes have a layer 
of loess atop the slate, and the wines 
can seem to mimic the rich tropicality of 
Pfalz wine. They actually are seductive, 
like Pfalz wines with a “northern” spine. 
 I’m well aware it is somewhat self-in-
dulgent and Quixotic to continue to offer 

these wines, but I always will, because I 
find Florian to be remarkably thoughtful 
and independent and I also love his wine. 
I don’t mind not knowing what I’ll find 
when I go to taste. I don’t need his wines 
(or anyone else’s) to be predictable. I’m 
kind of relieved that he resists producing 
“salable items.” His wines are imbued 
with his gorgeous stubborn soul, aside 
from which they are bloody delicious.

2017 Spay In Der Zech Spätburgunder 
12/750ml | DE-WGT-60-17

Often I think this is the most singular and interesting PN I offer from Germany, and colleagues who have actually tasted it usually 
agree—this is special. The ’17 in question was hard to suss at (warm) room temp, though its minerality and dark Pommard-like 
fruit could be discerned. More detail must be deferred.

2018 Mittelrhein Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-WGT-06-18

This is made from purchased grapes from vineyards near Bacharach, cooler than the Hamm sites and without the loess or 
volcanic elements. (This isn’t a pure negoç situation but the details aren’t needed – the wines are good!) It has a fetching aroma 
and lots of greengage-plum fruit, leading into a silky finish with the usual jot of gravelly phenolics. Direct but not simple.  
Largely from a site near the renowned Bacharacher Hahn.

2018 Bopparder Hamm Riesling Spätlese ‘9.8’  
12/750ml | DE-WGT-03-18

Loessy cereal sweetness with greengage again, leads to a creamy and agreeable palate that leads in turn to the dust and scree 
of ’18.

2018 Mittelrhein Riesling Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-WGT-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

For me the Feinherb idiom shows the genius of Florian Weingart. Even his best dry wines aren’t so melodic, and sometimes his 
sweeter wines feel too sentimental, but here he shines, and Riesling shines its comeliest light of all. This wine has an utterly 
captivating fragrance, Cox’s orange pippins, wet cereal; on the palate some nubby phenols provide backbone, but this is 
Weingart FRUIT at its most magnetic.

2018 Mittelrhein Riesling Kabinett Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-WGT-21-18

Here there’s more hyssop and physalis and balsam; it feels a little drier but it’s also more silky; more analog than the more 
filigree predecessor, and again there’s the gravel and dust at the end.

2018 Bopparder Hamm Engelstein ‘Am Weissen Wacke’ Riesling Kabinett Feinherb + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-WGT-24-18

This is often my favorite among Florian’s vineyards, and this one shows all the detail and Mirabelle-fruit and Cox’s orange pippin, 
leading to a refined palate with the diction and articulation of a Nahe wine; even Dönnhoff isn’t too far from the picture. A bit of 
wild white iris leads to a finish I think will go chamomile and beeswax over time.

2018 Bopparder Hamm Ohlenberg Riesling Spätlese Feinherb +
12/750ml | DE-WGT-27-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

H-T is drier than Feinherb here, and Ohlenberg shows the “darkest” fruit, more damsons than mirabelles, but with the gingery 
lift of ’18, more exposed now by the (relative) dryness, yet there’s an arc of spice (cardamom) and a conifer-green. The kinetics 
of flavor are clear and the ending nip of sourness is actually attractive.



 The “other” regions in Germany 
have always been too large, disparate 
and far off my track to have justified 
much exploration. Nor will I detail them 
here. The natives of the Federal state of 
“Baden-Württemberg” drink more wine 
per capita than elsewhere in Germany, so 
much of the wine’s stayed at home, and 
one didn’t always have access to the best 
stuff—assuming one knew where it was. 
 Andreas Hütwohl (of von Winning) 
led me to Dautel, and a happy accident 
of drinking some Ziereisen Pinots a few 
years ago led me to feel if I couldn’t have 
those then I didn’t want anything else. And 
so we find ourselves here. It’s about these 
two growers, wherever they might have 
been (and Ziereisen entails quite the de-
tour….) rather than any meta-story about 
“forgotten” or “undiscovered” regions.
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REGION/SUB REGION

Baden

VINEYARD AREA

30 hectares

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Tschuppen 
(loess over loam) 
Talrain 
(limestone with iron-rich clay) 
Schulen 
(limestone with pebbles) 
Gestad 
(limestone with gravel and clay) 
Rhini 
(iron-rich clay over limestone) 
Steingrüble 
(gravel and stone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Pinot Noir 
Gutedel (Chasselas) 
Syrah 
Chardonnay
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 After that first accidental encounter I 
knew I wanted these wines. I’d tasted my 
random share of “important” German 
Pinot Noir over the years, and some of 
them were good, and some of them were 
solemn affectations of “good,” but even 
the most attractive ones didn’t raise the 
hair on my arms, didn’t do what import-
ant wines always do—whisper There’s 
nothing else like this...
 When I try to describe it, it sounds 
like boilerplate. We in the trade say cer-
tain things too often, until no one hears 
them any more. What I felt when I tasted 
Ziereisen PN for the first time was “This 
wine has a reason to exist, and that reason 
is it’s both classical and also unlike any-
thing else.” It wasn’t only (Matt Kramer’s) 
somewhereness, it was also “something 
ness,” a sense that the wine arose from 
a confluence of factors that couldn’t be 
repeated. And the more deeply I have 
tasted, the more deeply I’m convinced; 
there’s other good German PN, some of 
it very good, but there is NOTHING like 
these wines from Hanspeter Ziereisen.
 But how? Good question. To answer 
it I crash into the limits of language. The 
thought-bubble over our heads might read, 
“This is clearly outstanding Old World PN, 
it has classical parameters, but it’s like 
nothing else and I can’t imagine where it 
could possibly grow.”  Where it does grow 
—with a single fascinating exception—is 
on a sometimes-steep hillside looming 
over the town of Efringen-Kirchen.
 It’s one single huge slope with many 
curls and furrows and convexities and 
concavities, but soils tend to veer be-
tween limestone (did anyone say Pinot 

Noir??) and clays. The hill faces south over 
a gigantic view of the city of Basel, the 
Swiss Jura, the Bernese Alps (“on a clear 
morning”), the Rhine trench, and from 
one particular spot Hanspeter delight-
edly insists he can see “The Rangen of 
Zind-Humbrecht.” You really feel you’ve 
reached The End Of Germany there.
 Because it’s south of the Vosges there’s 
nothing to block any warm air currents 
blowing in from the south/southwest. 
Hanspeter refers to a “Belfort Gap” that 
channels Mediterranean winds, and also 
reminded me that “Beaune is closer to us 
than Stuttgart,” (which gave the kibosh to 
my naïve notion of seeing Ziereisen and 
Dautel the same day). Gantenbein is just 
up the road; Meyer-Näckel might as well 
be on another continent. Valerie Masten 
visited here a couple weeks before I did, 
and as her note-taking is manifestly su-
perior to my own, she said I could quote 
from her report. Thanks, Val!
 “Hanspeter’s father’s grapes were sold 
to [the] town coop (as all vine’s production 
in Efringen was.) After deciding to change 
careers—he was first a carpenter—Han-
speter learned winemaking at the coop. 
He started with just a tiny parcel from his 
father, ½ hectare, revitalizing the home 
cellar and making wine on own. Cellar in 
home is from 1760’s. Basic wines in large 
fuder are still made there. His family is still 
poly-cultural, farming spargel and other 
vegetables, and fresh bread sold daily from 
home shop. (NB: I learned a TON about 
spargel farming. And why plastic covers 
are revolutionary!)”
 Valerie nailed it; this feels less like 
a “wine estate” and more like an entire 

ZIEREISEN



78 2019 Germany � Baden & Wurttemberg � Ziereisen

2015 Estate Spätburgunder 
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-01-15

This is available until the summer, when it will become 2016, which is no bad thing! This ’15 is as good as the genre can ever be.

2015  Spätburgunder ‘Tschuppen’ +
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-02-15

Young-ish vines from a cadaster on the hilltop, where the soil is loess overlay on a loamy base. The ’15 is both focused and lush, 
coniferous and berried, stylish and forthright; the best of 2015, and complex for a “modest” wine. THIS IS THE VALUE WINE OF 
THE GROUP.

2016 Spätburgunder Talrain +
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-03-16

The single non-local vineyard, Hanspeter is super stoked by the site, which is a half-hour away on the lower hills of the Black 
Forest, on limestone layered with iron-rich clay, in a strikingly high elevation of almost 2,000 feet. 

This was also the first of what would be several instances where I had to insist to Hanspeter that 2016 (or at least his 2016s ) 
was a superb vintage. Like everyone else, he received them as “light” after the lushness and power of ’15, but that lightness is 
agreeable, it gives the wines outline and contour, and it reveals hidden depths with air. This freshly bottled wine had all of 12% 
alcohol, and is simply beautiful, grasses and flowers and filigree, and the mid-palate swells into lovely richness and length. Here 
is a superb PN that no Burgundy could possibly approximate!

2016 Spätburgunder Schulen ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-04-16

Also just bottled, this smells amazing, tres Corton; the palate is more tannic and gravelly; it also leans in a “pine needle” direction 
and yields to a smoky, stony detailed finish. The site is limestone layered with alluvial stones from the old Rhine, and this is the 
first wine to see any new wood.

agricultural enterprise of which wine 
plays a prominent part. I’m reassured, 
because wine loses its status as a “Pre-
cious Object” and becomes just another 
living being, obtaining an inexplicable 
yet tangible vitality. This is underscored 
by Hanspeter’s Weltanschaung (view-
of-the-world doesn’t quite translate it), 
which is in the best way anarchic yet also 
entirely controlled. Once I had a vintner 
describe his entire practice as “concen-
trated doing nothing,” and Hanspeter 
chuckled knowingly when I repeated the 
phrase. All his wines are (legally) sold as 
Tafelwein, ostensibly the lowest category 
but in fact well-known to us from the old 
Tuscan example of Vini di Tavola. Hans-
peter, like many wine-anarchists, didn’t 
set about to “be an outlaw,” but he found 
himself there when he looked around and 
observed “All that we do is forbidden!”
 He is hands-off. Even when a cask of 
wine is misbehaving, he won’t intervene, 
won’t manipulate. “The wine will cure it-
self,” he says. “All it needs is time, and for 
me to trust it and not panic every time 
there’s a smell I don’t like.” His wife Edel 
observes, “We have the wines we do be-
cause Hanspeter hates being in the cel-

lar.” Apropos of which, a new cellar has 
been built in what looks like a bunker at 
the edge of town. Walking into it is rather 
astonishing. It is very long, with rows of 
Fuder and a few barriques, all German 
wood, most of it used. There’s also a re-
markable art installation (by a village-cit-
izen who now lives in Seattle, and who is 
apparently a well-known sound artist. I’m 
such a philistine...) in which a long row 
of barrel staves hanging from the ceiling 
are percussed by electro-magnetic wave 
action, and play a whole repertoire of 
songs and other pieces of music. I my-
self would have a hard time keeping out 
of that cellar, but I come from a long line 
of troglodytes.
 While Hanspeter’s vineyard work is 
very close to organic, he won’t certify, 
largely because he refuses to be dictat-
ed to. He knows what’s best for his vine-
yards and his wines. He never chaptalizes 
—“Wine is a diary of a year.” As far as I’m 
concerned these wines are as natural as 
wine can possibly be, and they are clean, 
and competent. Up to now we’ve been 
talking only about the Pinots, but there’s 
white wine too (“Because my wife likes 
white wine and insisted we plant it!”), 

most saliently Chasselas but also Pinot 
Gris and Blanc as well as some Chardon-
nay, Muscat and Gewurztraminer. Back to 
reds, there are also a few plots of Syrah, 
from which compelling wines arise.
 The Chasselas is traditional in these 
parts (southern Baden, Switzerland) but 
Hanspeter doesn’t want to make the pre-
vailing innocuous “aperitif” wine, which 
he feels is too neutral. He rather sees his 
Chasselas the way Jura growers view their 
Savignans, and with a single exception he 
likes to let them go and see how far they 
will go. He easily likens his top Chasselas 
to Grand Cru white Burgundy, and this 
isn’t as far-fetched as it sounds. His per-
sonal favorite white seems to be Pinot 
Gris, which can indeed be compelling, 
muscular, not sweet, but also not over-en-
dowed alcoholically. Maybe I’ll offer them 
in a year or two, so as not to clutter this 
portfolio out of the gate.
 There’s an estate PN and then a series 
of single-vineyard ones. I couldn’t possi-
bly “select,” as they were all wonderful 
and individual. Vintages are a few years 
behind, the wines are released when 
they’re ready and not according to a time-
table.
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2016 Spätburgunder Rhini +  +
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-05-16

The pick of the sites on the big hill, this is limestone again, and the wine is fascinating, bloody yet almost mineral; a truly complex 
mid-palate, animated and squirming; dark fruit and warm crust and a lingering multi-faceted finish.

A week earlier I was at dinner at Selbachs, who always serve their wines blind, and a superb red wine came around I knew had 
to be Pinot Noir. Too shapely, outlined and refined to be anything but Old World, I guessed 2015 PN but could go no further. 
Looking like the cat who ate the canary, Johannes grinningly told me “You already know this wine, Terry,” and at my quizzical 
expression, finally said “Rhini.” I was right about 2015, so yay me.

2015 Estate Syrah 
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-20-18

The wine is spicy and smoky, direct and seductive. A little like Blaufränkisch, except with bacon. It’s not big and animal like 
northern Rhônes. It’s a little sweetheart of pure primordial Syrah.

2016 Syrah ‘Jaspis’  +
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-22-16

The name refers to their ultra-premium series, not vinified differently but instead the very best casks. This wine is completely 
lovely! Neither earthy nor animal, it’s Syrah for PN lovers, polished and almost delicate, a unique profile of Syrah.

WHITE WINES

2016 Chasselas ‘Heugumber’ 
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-10-16

It means “grasshopper,” and is their basic Chasselas, though it’s hardly “basic” with 13 months on the fine lees. An original,  
nutty wine that’s as tasty as a dumpling, it should be by-the-glass everywhere!

2016 Chasselas Viviser +
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-11-17

Two years in large (3,000 liter) cask, the site is limestone, high-elevation and windy; the wine has a refined aroma and a superb 
palate; it isn’t sous-voile but tastes as if it were made in the Jura, all the way to the curious minerality peeking around the back 
of those wines.

2016 Chasselas Steingrüble + 
12/750ml | DE-ZIE-13-16

A stony/gravelly site, this wine is more Meursault than any Chasselas I’ve ever tasted, like a lieu-dit from a classic vintage, on the 
mineral side—only less oily and much less alcoholic.
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 With Württemberg it depends on who 
you ask, whether the glass is half empty 
or half full.
 The same story is told by both fac-
tions: the region is (or was) dominat-
ed for many years by huge co-ops who 
made ordinary wines even from excellent 
vineyards, and who had little motivation 
to improve because the local citizens of 
Würrtemberg drank a lot of wine and 
weren’t too choosy. The optimists say 
that this is slowly improving, and that 
the main impediment to faster progress 
is an inbuilt modesty among the locals, 
who aren’t sure they “deserve” to have 
excellent local wine or prefer the image 
of themselves as unpretentious guzzlers. 
No elitism here, or so the tale is told.
 The region is a more or less ad-hoc 
agglomeration of several disparate re-
gions, less coherent than the Nahe, Pfalz 
or Rheingau. It is dominated by the city of 
Stuttgart—home of Mercedes-Benz and 
Porsche, apropos of elitism—where one 
surmises much of the plonk is happily 
swilled. It is predominantly a red wine 
region (around 70%) but this doesn’t 
seem to have arisen from any great wis-
dom that it is predestined for red wine. 
Indeed the leading grape(s) aren’t espe-
cially well suited to the surroundings. 
Lemberger (a.k.a. Blaufränkisch) has 
staked the highest claim for quality, but 
even middling competent Burgenland 
BF is better wine. The other conspicuous 
grape is Trollinger (a.k.a. Schiava) which 
makes fruit-happy wine in the South Ty-
rol and mostly innocuously pleasant wine 
in Württemberg. There are also a bevy of 
new crossings from a viticultural institute 

in Heilbronn, many based on Cabernet, 
few if any warranting more than theoret-
ical interest.
 And then there’s Pinot Noir—about 
which more later. (I’m building up to the 
happy news…)
 Among white varieties, Riesling some-
what surprisingly leads the way. The 
pessimist view is that Riesling is poorly 
understood here, and often planted in un-
suitable land. But the optimist sees ample 
reason for hope. Stephan Reinhardt (who 
covers Germany for The Wine Advocate) 
writes that “While more than ten years 
ago most of the [Riesling] wines were 
too broad, round and soft…they have 
become much better recently. The finest 
are dry, pure, lean, mineral and vibrant, 
and they can compete with the finest (my 
emphasis) dry Rieslings in Germany to-
day.”
 Soils run to calcareous marl, so-called 
Gipskeuper (deeper clay with a high 
gypsum content, which we often see in 
Franken), a rare soil called Schilfsandstein 
which is a hard yellow-ish sandstone of-
ten used in building construction. We also 
see our old pal Muschelkalk, which as you 
well know means “fossil-bearing lime-
stone.” The region itself is rather form-
less, marked most of all by ancient, very 
steep terraced vineyards, among the most 
beautiful and forbidding I’ve ever seen, 
including the lower Mosel. These tend 
to occur along the Neckar river and its 
tributaries, apart from which the region 
recalls Austria’s Weinviertel, a (somewhat 
more) steeply rolling landscape with iso-
lated hillsides suitable for viticulture. The 
vineyard tour we received from Christian 

REGION/SUB REGION

Württemberg

VINEYARD AREA

20 hectares 

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

75,000 bottles

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Michaelsberg Grosse Lage 
(colored marl) 
Steingrüben Grosse 
Lage Schilfsandstein 
(“reed sandstone”) 
Schupen Grosse Lage 
(Gipskeuper, weathered limestone) 
Forstberg Grosse Lage 
(colored marl and stony clay 
with limestone inclusions) 
Sonnenberg Erste Lage 
(Schilfsandstein “reed  
sandstone,” Gipskeuper) 
Wurmberg Erste Lage 
(fossil-bearing limestone)

GRAPE VARIETIES

24% Riesling 
18% Spätburgunder 
16% Lemberger 
12% Weissburgunder Trollinger, 
Cabernet & Chardonnay

DAUTEL
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Dautel entailed quite a bit of driving to 
and fro—but man, those terraces! If you 
think you’ve seen it all in the wine world, 
trust me—you haven’t.
 Dautel’s estate and vineyards occur in 
the Württemberger Unterland, the “main 
body” of viticulture in the region accord-
ing to one source.
 In the recent past a few serious names 
started popping up in Württemberg, sev-
eral of whom have intrepid American 
importers. There’s an avowed interest in 
wines from “the other Germany” but this 
seems less a genuine curiosity than a de-
sire to speak an original thought before 
someone else does. Speaking for myself, 
I’ve never supposed the detour to such re-
gions was warranted. I’d need to dedicate a 
half-day or full day to a detour that prob-
ably isn’t justified by the amount of wine 
I’d sell, especially in regions where local 
consumption drove prices up. And yet, I 
considered, I was already doing that very 
thing in detouring to the Mittelrhein to pay 
tribute to Mr. Weingart, so that precedent 
was set. And I kept hearing about Dautel 
from existing suppliers who were sure I’d 
love the wines and that we’d hit it off per-
sonally. (Indeed, it seemed that everyone 
knows the man, especially everyone near 
his own age, and everyone likes him.) 
 So I did what I do; got a nice cross-sec-

tion of samples and drank them at home, 
gradually and attentively, and in general I 
was pleased. But near the end of the pro-
cess I tasted two wines that really fired me 
up: a completely and perfectly delicious 
estate Riesling, and one of the best basic 
Pinot Blancs I had ever encountered. I’d 
been corresponding with Christian Dau-
tel, enjoyed doing so, and wrote a visit 
into my schedule for last month.
 Christian will be the “face” of the win-
ery for you guys, but the deeper truth of 
the estate is the partnership between him 
and his father Ernst, who was a genuine 
pioneer and a major figure in the history 
of the region. He broke away from the co-
op, he planted “foreign” grape varieties, 
he went all out for quality however radi-
cal the wines might seem; he was one of 
those people who not only move the nee-
dle—they move it so quickly and violently 
you need another needle.
 Those wines were, let’s say, some-
times extremely expressive in terms of 
both ripeness and barrel-regime. That 
drew attention to them, and justly so. 
But Christian is moving in a direction of 
greater refinement, greater minerality, 
a “cooler” style of wine overall. Born in 
1985, he did what many German vintners 
of his generation do, traveled the world 
soaking up impressions and experiences 

until he returned and was folded into the 
winery in 2010. The greatest among those 
impressions was Burgundy, not only in 
the matrix of Pinot Noir but also as a meta 
principle that wine didn’t have to be “big” 
to be intense or beautiful.
 I feel incredibly fortunate that the 
stars aligned for this. He was very kind 
to wait for me to do my “process,” and 
I was lucky we had so many friends in 
common—because this is a rip-roaring 
introduction and it will only get better. 
I assembled my favorites among what I 
could obtain, and my only regret is having 
arrived a year too late to score the 2013 
Spätburgunders. (I also must note that 
Christian, like Christopher Loewen, ap-
pears in magazine ads for Selters mineral 
water. I plan to collect the set, as it were, 
and will happily add anyone to this port-
folio who either has waist-length dread-
locks or sells Selters mineral water.)
 This year we expand the offering a bit, 
and we have access to everything, where-
as a year ago some of the top wines were 
already sold out. Many of you have met 
the charismatic beast who is Christian 
Dautel, and y’all have encouraged me by 
your response to the wines, which you’re 
supporting because they’re good, he him-
self is fun, and who cares if nobody’s heard 
of Württemberg? They’ll hear of it now!

REDS

2017 Cleebronn Spätburgunder Trocken  
12/750ml | GE-DTL-64-17

This is the estate-level wine, named for its soil, or for the sputtering sound one makes when trying to pronounce it. The wine 
is robust, earthy and has a fair jolt of tannin, though fruit emerges with air, along with focus. The wine has some swagger, and 
only the finish suggests its evolution. Closest cognates might be Chassagne red, or Santenay.

2016 Pinot Noir Sonnenberg Erste Lage + 
6/750ml | DE-DTL-63-16

I do like ’16, but then I like wines of outline and wines that lead with clearly defined fruit. There’s a Morey dustiness; the palate is 
vibrant and spicy and smoky and delicious. It’s sophisticated but not over-polished. Do decant a few hours out if you can.

2016 Forstberg Spätburgunder Grosses Gewächs + ( + ) 
6/750ml | DE-DTL-65-16

Massal selection PN cuttings from the Côte de Nuits, planted in marl/limestone/clay soil, this is just the 3rd vintage of this GG, 
and we are talking per-fume! Serious business here, class, complexity and echo. But allowing for my oversensitivity to tannin, 
even a 1-day-open bottle of this wine was tannic, so proceed accordingly.
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2016 Schupen Spätburgunder Grosses Gewächs + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-DTL-66-16

More violets and blackberries now; still tannic but richer overall, more PN “sweetness;” dense and chewy, the flavors we all 
recognize as “serious” and understand better, that clamorous richness. This is darker, thicker, but there’s a ton in reserve and I 
think we need to be patient.

2016 Bönnigheimer Sonnenberg Lemberger   
12/750ml | DE-DTL-79-16

Christian pointed out that Lemberger—a.k.a. Blaufränkisch—was a deeply traditional variety in Württemberg, and that he’d 
appreciate my offering it, if only to complete the portrait. I pointed out that we were still new with him and didn’t wish to clutter 
the offering with “ancillary” wines. He pointed out that he was substantially bigger than me. I let him win. The wine turns out 
to be extremely delicious, rather to my surprise, both serious and beautiful, with Glatzer’s essential tastiness and fruit-natured 
charm, but also with its own juiciness and solidity.
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WHITE WINES

2018 Estate Riesling Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-DTL-20-18

One of the grassy hyssop-y ‘18s, hale and bright, leafy and cool but also balanced and blossomy, with a sort of Basmati-starch; 
it’s like a perfectly composed and dressed salad, with the briskness of low pH.

2018 Bönnigheimer Riesling Trocken
12/750ml | DE-DTL-21-1

This next-level up Riesling shows its cardamom side, roasted rocks and dark spices, plus mint and chalk. The wine is jammed 
with character but isn’t what we’d call a “crowd-pleaser.” Still, I’m sure I hang with some pretty sketchy crowds…

2017 Riesling Wurmberg Trocken Erste Lage + 
12/750ml | DE-DTL-22-17

This shows the frown-y visage of 2017 but also the best face of ’17; deep and leafy, utter Sencha, physio-sweet the way verbena 
is sweet; a complex leafy-sweet wash of intricacy leads into a green tea, stony compactness. Taste it: can you imagine this 
much concentration from a Federspiel? This wine has 12.5% alc!

2017 Steingrüben Riesling Grosses Gewächs +  + 
6/750ml | DE-DTL-19-17

This is exactly what a “GG” should be, (or should be-be), concentrated yet crisp, tensile and dry but with an embedded green 
“sweetness.” This tincture-of-terroir has juniper nuances and is intricately mineral with a searching herbal finish. For all its 
sophistication it isn’t remotely “slick.”

2018 Riesling Schlipschälde  + 
12/750ml | DE-DTL-15-18

That salivary word means “falling-down-shit-faced.” Ha ha ha, no it doesn’t. It should, though, right? We also decided it meant 
“belly-over-belt” like when fat guys’ pants are too low. Create your own meaning! Schlipschälde, the home game.

The wine is a feinherb variant that wasn’t made on purpose. It hails from a single site, and we clamored for it to be bottled 
as-is. Complex and “purple” elements, especially iris, a dimension that’s only possible with RS, the last flower that focuses the 
arrangement, and in this case adds a haunting dried-petal internal perfume to the finish.

2018 Estate Weissburgunder  
12/750ml | DE-DTL-70-18

It puts the eek! in “sleek,” this boy. Maybe a little raspy? The idea of adding some village wine will help—does help, as we tried it.

2017 Chardonnay ‘S’  
12/750ml | DE-DTL-71-17

I just decided this very minute to offer this rather than the “S” level Pinot Blanc. I found it more compelling and original. I didn’t 
think I’d do it, as “Chardonnay” is a hurdle to clear, but looking over my notes this was the better wine. Sorry everyone! 

2015 Pinot Noir Brut Nature  +  +
12/750ml | DE-DTL-79-15

No dosage. A riotous fragrance and a wake-the-fuck-up palate – one week after disgorgement! Like some mutant tomato that 
suddenly secreted three herbs unknown to botany. “Williams pear,” said someone. “Resin for a violin bow,” said someone else. 
Believe me, you have tasted nothing like this.
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 Back before they built the tunnel un-
der Bernkastel, the old road brought you 
to an abrupt and jaw-dropping view of 
the steep slopes. You descended down 
through the slatey woods, streams and 
trees and the curvy road, and then wham, 
it hit you: perpendicular goddamn vine-
yards, rows of vertical stakes in a straight 
line up unbelievably to the sky. 
 One year I drove a few colleagues to 
the Mosel, on a low spitty sort of gloomy 
November evening, and a guy who’d never 
indicated an emotional bone in his body 
couldn’t stop exclaiming. It’s like a reli-
gious experience. 
 This love, though, is not unclouded. 
The Mosel is a narrow valley with a highly 
cohesive culture, which sometimes isn’t 
pretty. In a couple days we heard about 
a vintner who’d had a break-in in his cel-
lar, in which a cask of precious wine was 
vandalized. Narrow, spiteful, vindictive, 
all the things that grow when the air isn’t 
as fresh as it might be; the shadow-side of 
the admirable cohesion. 
 Back in the mid-eighties a guy like 
me had his pick among literally dozens 
of interesting growers, who quietly and 
inconspicuously made honorable Mosel 
wines—which is to say fine Mosel wines. In 
the case of an estate such as Merkelbach, 
most of the wine was sold in bulk. Hans 
Leo Christoffel and Willi Schaefer were 
simply below the radar. If one searched 
diligently enough, eventually one found 
the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. 
 But this generation is aging. In many 
cases their children have moved away to 
easier and more lucrative careers in the cities. 
But what’s really shaking things up isn’t the 
ones who left, but the ones who remained. 
 This isn’t easy work! You have to love 
it in your bones, and so the young gener-
ation of Mosel vintners has self-selected 
its most enterprising and conscientious 
members; if you’re a young guy making 
wine at all along the Mosel, you’re prob-
ably making excellent wine. You wouldn’t 
have chosen the life if you didn’t love wine 
and didn’t plan to excel. 
 But two critical things have changed. 
First, the young person does not wish 
to work in obscurity. His only chance to 
prosper lies in spreading the word quickly 
and widely. So he sends his samples to 
all the necessary publications. In theory, 
his wines are noteworthy, he makes his 
name, he places himself on the scene, and 
customers ensue. This means a guy like 

me just isn’t going to make the kinds of 
“discoveries” which were so easy fifteen 
years ago. If a producer is good, he’s not 
waiting around hoping to be discovered; 
he’s aggressively marketing himself. 
 The second major change, the more 
important one, is economical. Until 
around the late 60s, there was equilibrium 
between costs of production and prices 
paid. Few vintners were cash-rich but 
most did well enough. Their expectations 
were modest. They defined “affluence” 
differently than we do. 
 Then in the ’70s costs began to rise, 
driven by labor, driven by the disinclina-
tion of the young to break their balls on 
the steep-slopes. For a while the growers 
lived on whatever fat they’d been able to 
accumulate. By the late ’80s—early ’90s, 
they were scraping bone. The young man 
or woman emotionally committed to as-
suming the reins was only going to do so 
if he could make a decent living. These 
young people were far more cosmopol-
itan than their parents; they traveled 
widely, drank other wines, knew other 
markets, and saw the prices vintners were 
getting in other parts of the world. 
 Everyone along the Mosel plays the 
same lament; labor. It’s hard to get, and 
because it’s hard to get it commands a 
high price. The slopes are forbiddingly 
steep—it’s physically dangerous to work 
such land— and there’s very little feasible 
machine work. Handlabor on steep slopes 
in this satellite-TV world is not consistent 
with Kabinett wine costing $10.
 Here’s something I’ll bet only a few 
of you knew. There are very likely some 
half-million ungrafted vines on the Mosel, 
about 10% of the total. The proportion is 
shrinking, as the law stipulates you must 
plant gratfed vines whenever you re-plant. 
Meanwhile, I know you’re into ungrafted 
vines and willing to pay a premium for 
their wines, if the wines are French or 
Spanish or Italian. Right? Yet a few pages 
hence I will offer you a wine from vines 
planted in 1896 which costs the consumer 
some $25, and sorry but y’all aren’t clam-
oring the way you might be. 
 It’s just another example of un-told 
stories emerging from Germany, because 
no one examines the place as carefully as 
they do other places they actually care 
about. In the interim this is a good thing 
for the few and proud partisans of Mosel 
Riesling, because we can own it for a pit-
tance. But is it sustainable? 

MOSEL
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 Two bits of news. One is, there’s a 
gleaming and gorgeous new tasting fa-
cility and “visitor’s center” a few km up 
the road from the family house, so that 
y’all can be welcomed more handsomely. 
There’s a couple kitchens (if you’re hun-
gry) and a very sexy view over the river to 
the Würzgarten, and when I was there, 
to a few goats browsing in a little grassy 
field in front of the Mosel. The even better 
news is the arrival of the brilliant, smart 
and charismatic Hannah Selbach, who’s 
full-time at the estate now, learning the 
ropes including the scut work that’s always 
a part of what just looks glam on the sur-
face. Hannah, whom I have known since 
she was a baby, is not only a superb per-
son, she is also a substantive person —that 
sort of cringy word “deep” comes to mind. 
Which is to say, she’s a Selbach. Something 
in the family’s DNA seems to repel vapidity 
or superficiality. And the same is true, and 
has always been true, of the wines.
 I have written (and written, and writ-
ten) about the wines, and so I will com-
press the message to this. The typical 
Selbach-Oster wine straddles the line be-
tween a sponti atavism and a lees-thick-
ened modernity. They’re less “primitive” 
(I mean this favorably) than, say, Vols or 
Loewen, and they’re less polished and 
“modern” than, say, Christoffel or Schae-
fer. They’re right in some Platonically per-
fect middle. Soulful and redolent, but not 
“strange” so that you have to read some 
Mosel Talmud to understand them.
 They are less sweet than other grow-
ers’ sweet wines.
 They show a greater lushness of mid- 
palate than many other Mosel growers’ 

wines. This helps their dry wines immense-
ly, as it keeps them from being sharp.
 They emphasize below-the-surface 
flavors, and tasters who’ve gotten used to 
wines that preen for their approval could 
feel some Selbach wines to be diffident. 
They are not. They’re simply going about 
their business, and their business is not 
to win a popularity contest, but instead to 
tell the truth. If you can’t easily hear the 
truth, that’s OK; the wines will teach you.
 They are wholesome and “drinky” and 
companionable, and while they’re win-
ning their share of accolades these days, 
they never form or pattern their wine to 
bring about kudos or scores.
 They are every good reason there is 
to love wine. They are reassuring, that we 
get to live in a world where other human 
beings care about the right things. We’re 
not alone. There aren’t too many of us, but 
we are not alone.
 One result of Johannes’ wanting the 
vintage to lead the way is, when the year 
gives a slew of Auslese then he makes a 
slew of Auslese.
 As recently as 2001 and 2005, we cele-
brated those wines, and if they’re in your 
cellar you’re still celebrating them. The ’01 
Selbach Ausleses are actually drier than 
many growers Spätleses in the vintages 
that followed. But we’ve had a lot of Aus-
lese the last 5-6 years, and we don’t need 
them. Except of course, we do, as long as 
look at the question of “need” through 
a more holistic prism. And I say this as 
someone whose cellar has, let’s say, a 
surplus of Auslese—so I get that we don’t 
reach for them often. But what are we 
supposed to do—I ask this really and not 

REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Zeltingen

VINEYARD AREA

21 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

13,300 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Zeltinger Himmelreich, 
Schlossberg and Sonnenuhr 
(blue devonian slate) 
Wehlener Sonnenuhr  
(blue devonian slate) 
Graacher Himmelreich 
and Domprobst 
(blue devonian slate with loam)  
Bernkasteler Badstube 
(blue devonian slate) 

GRAPE VARIETIES

98.5% Riesling 
1.5% Pinot Blanc

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing sustainable viticulture
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rhetorically—when there are wines this 
beautiful? Ignore them? Disdain them? 
That feels like a crime against affirma- 
tion and gratefulness, and so I don’t know 
what to do.
 There were seven “normal” Auslese, 
plus a few 2-and-3-star ones, plus the 
en-blocs which are in that family, and 
two BAs and four TBAs and for the sake 
of loveliness alone there were none to 
omit. What I did do, was to select the ones 
most singular and different than any of 
the other wines. That meant two, plus 

the en-blocs of course. If you see them 
as Mosel-legacy wines—which they are—
then maybe you (and I) can see them in a 
context larger than commodity or utility. 
Yes, you can say “They’re cheese-wines 
but how often do I eat a cheese-course,” 
and I would reply “How often do you eat 
buttered nuts and yet you’re all over sous-
voile Jura wines.” With most other catego-
ries we grab the wine because we’re crazy 
about it, and then we figure the food thing 
out.In general, 2018 was a fine vintage 
here, on the slender side as ‘18s are, and 

the “sweet” wines gave me the impres-
sion there were a teeny bit sweeter than 
usual—though the moderate acids of ’18 
may have helped create that impression. 
The many wines formed a homogenous 
Whole, such that there were no wines I 
could have “rejected.” I only tried to cull 
some sort of order out of the happy may-
hem. And so I’m doing it differently this 
year; I’ll list the wines BY SITE, because 
while wines may yo-yo among dry/sweet, 
the site is paramount, and no one makes 
wines more site expressive than these.

WINES WITHOUT SITE NAMES

2018 Pinot Blanc Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-70-18

A cool little vogue behind this charming and singular critter. It hails from a steep slate vineyard and receives a teensy smooch 
of cask, so you get a pike quenelle PB with a slatey energy. And this ’18 is as fine as always, and a little slimmer than the ’17.

2018 Selbach-Oster Riesling Kabinett  
12/750ml | DE-SOS-30-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!
12/375ml | DE-SOS-30-18H | SOMMELIER ALERT!

In many ways the classic Selbach; with a mere 26 g/l of RS it’s basically invisible, and the wine shows nothing but character and 
balance. Woodruff aromas accompany the apples and slate.

2018 Selbach-Oster Riesling Spätlese 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-40-18
12/375ml | DE-SOS-40-18H

Crisp, dryish and firm, like always. A paradigm.

2018 Selbach-Oster Riesling Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-SOS-20-18 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

I really can’t fathom how this tasty and beautifully balanced wine isn’t dry enough for the Trocken masochista. Some folks just 
like to be kicked in the head, I guess.

ZELTINGER SCHLOSSBERG
This is my subjective favorite among Selbach’s Grand Crus, having only to do with how it happens to taste, not with any “objective” 
appraisal of inherent quality. Fruit runs more to quince and Asian pear than to apple, and an herbal oolong balsam element 
confers a refreshing friendliness, and while it is often highly complex, it never seems to demand. That said, like most of the 1971 
wine law’s drawing of single-site borders, this site is over-large and so it encompasses a range of styles. This is most prominent 
with Selbach’s cadaster bottlings.

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Riesling Spätlese Trocken +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-12-18

This is about as sheerly gorgeous as dry Mosel can ever be. What fruit! An essence of the balsam, oolong, shady nature of the 
site, and entirely, wonderfully dry. This is not easy to do. Wow and brava!
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2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Bömer Riesling ( +  + ) 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-10-18

Just finishing its fermentation, we surmised it was above the legal limit for Trocken but none of us cared. The wine has enormous 
promise; the site is below the Schmitt and seems to give a crusty earthiness unusual for Schlossberg. Balance, terroir and 
tenderness are all present, and I can’t wait to see what it becomes.

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Riesling Spätlese Feinherb +  + 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-21-18

It’s the consort of the two ancient-vines Feinherb bottlings, though this is from a “merely” 30-year-old vineyard. Basically I can’t 
get enough Schlossberg, is what it is. 

But I’ll tell you this: we tasted in order of increasing RS, and when I reached the end of this flight of Feinherbs, I turned to 
Johannes and said “If the tasting ended here, before we went on to the sweeter wines, I would have everything I need to be 
completely happy.” Last night I drank (and loved) a 2014 Wehlener Sonnenuhr Kabinett, but I do not require more sweetness 
than shown in these Feinherbs, and I find them to be the beating heart of Selbach-Oster Rieslings.

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-42-18

Daddy wrote a short note! It says, “bright and lively.”

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Riesling Spätlese 1-star  +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-42-18A

This concentrates (and sweetens) its kid-brother, and adds extra fruit (white peaches, mirabelles); it’s animated but not jittery 
and is a tiny bit shrouded behind its peachy fructose.

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg ‘Schmitt’ Riesling Auslese ( +  + ) 
6/750ml | DE-SOS-58-18

This is one of a trio of en-bloc harvested single parcels Johannes will introduce at the end of this report. Bearing in mind that 
the fundamental principle is to wait as long as possible and then pick the whole vineyard in a single pass, it stands to reason 
that everything in 2018 would be ripe—very ripe. And very clean. Thus the wine is more of-a-piece than usual, and it’s also well 
up into the Auslese echelon. Indeed this wine is so rich it almost subsumes its charged minerality—almost! If the palate follows 
the aroma that mineral will emerge, though it may take some years.

ZELTINGER SONNENUHR
This is certainly the Grandest of the Grand Crus, albeit its sub-sites are disparate. It’s more direct and more tangibly significant 
than its neighbors, combining their qualities with a numinous power of expression and articulation. Synesthesiacs may know 
what I mean when I say that Schlossberg is “green” while Sonnenuhr is “yellow,” but what finally elevates Sonnenuhr to the ranks 
of the stellar is its monumental minerality.

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese Trocken ‘GG’ +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-17-18

This might also be labeled “3-star” though I think GG is more proper, at least symbolically. It has the Serious-Business element 
of GGs but it also delivers the goods; vetiver and herbs, toasty slate, the apex of crunch and solidity but still balanced, on its 
earnest frequency.
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2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese Feinherb ‘Ur-alte Reben’  +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-23-18

At times when I needed to convey the essential Selbach-Oster, I used this wine. This and its partner in Graach are every bit as 
important as the three en-blocs. They go as deeply into Mosel-legacy as those wines, and they’re also more “drinky.”  
Basically, we have two very old plots—the Sonnenuhr has vines well over 100 years—ungrafted of course, and made 
(which is to say not made) as they would have been when the vines were planted. Spontis, fermented without pre- cleaning,  
no temperature control, in Fuder, and resting on the lees for a long time before bottling. They can be “funky” out of the gate, 
but hugely less funky than most of the “natural” wines you make elegant excuses for.

This is more oblong and spherical, creamier than its counterpart in Graach. It refers sideways to Chenin. The ’18 is the firmest, 
meatiest and crustiest of all the Feinherbs, but with its customary quince and smoke.

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling Kabinett
12/750ml | DE-SOS-33-18

A vetiver, “masculine” vintage of this; ginger, sautéed apple and Meyer lemon.

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese 1-star  +  + ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-43-18A

The wine of the vintage at Selbach? Could very well be...

This is truly a glorious mass of fruit! Talc and malt enter the picture, the sweetness is absorbed into the big generous canvas 
of quince-y, angular richness; the wine is regal, resplendent, glowing; reminds me of watching a 747 lift off, elegantly and 
improbably—how does it even fly?

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr ‘Rotlay’ Riesling Auslese +  + 
6/750ml | DE-SOS-59-18

Another of the great en-blocs. This year it is less Other than it’s a quintessence of Sonnenuhr, with a noble flourish and a serene 
solidity of fruit and grain. It’s in its dress blues, smiling and saluting. But you’ll want to wait for all these in ’18, and drinkers more 
eager for sweetness than I am will swoon even more blissfully.

ZELTINGER HIMMELREICH
Sadly, this vineyard is far too large to express any coherence. Some sections are steep, others merely sloping. Some face south, 
others face west/southwest. Yet given all that, the site-bottlings of Selbach always show lemongrass and spearmint notes,  
and always out-perform the site in its entirely.)

2018 Zeltinger Himmelreich Riesling Kabinett Halbtrocken + 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-22-18
12/375ml | DE-SOS-22-18H

This perennially outstanding wine is an especially slatey rendition. What was always a wacky fun wine became quite a bit more 
lovely and serious when Johannes began introducing more sponti and fuder casks into the assemblage.

2018 Zeltinger Himmelreich ‘Anrecht’ Riesling Auslese   
6/750ml | DE-SOS-57-18

A work in progress, it was overtly botrytis-y and also rather obtrusively rich and sweet. I think it’s an adolescent who will find  
his way.
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GRAACHER DOMPROBST
My other subjective fave in the Selbach stable, it has the crackle and crunch it always shows along with the green apple and 
pistachio flavors. Less buffed than Schaefer’s versions, Johannes’ are old-school Mosels you really snap into.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Spätlese Feinherb ‘Alte Reben’ +  +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-29-18

2018 softens the edges of Domprobst, which allows the fruit to exhale, albeit there’s still a glance toward Nahe flavors and 
crunchy apple-skin textures. I found it more kinetic than the Sonnenuhr, but this opinion tends to shape-shift over time, and 
don’t even ask me which wine is better—they both are!

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Spätlese +  + 
12/750ml | DE-SOS-45-18

Thanks to its water-retaining soils, Graach had a potentially great vintage in 2018, and this brilliant Spät is elegantly spazzy and 
elementally slatey; coniferous, spicy and bright.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Auslese +  +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-54-18

My paradigm for Auslese; it’s like the Spätlese on its tippy toes, grasping the tiny perfect fruits that dart around the air, and that 
the Spät can’t reach. Spice, verbena, melon, all carved into a beam of structure and energy.

WEHLENER SONNENUHR
Selbach’s holdings are small in this “famous” vineyard, yet the wines are deeply true to form, all of Wehlen’s creamy delicacy, herbal 
nuances and “blue” slate flavors are in elegant, sometimes exquisite display.

2018 Wehlener Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-44-18

If Domprobst stands all ten-HUT then Wehlen ripples and flows. I can’t say exactly why I find the flavors to be “blue,” but this 
wine is exactly what I mean.

2018 Wehlener Sonnenuhr Riesling Auslese +  +
12/750ml | DE-SOS-52-18

The regal, queenly fruit is studded with plum blossom and a euphoria of quiet fulfillment. It’s this kind of wine that makes me 
grieve our indifference to Auslese.
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A RANGE OF VERY SWEET WINES
There are a lot of them. An embarrassment of riches. It’s nearly impossible to apprise extremely sweet concentrated wine while 
it’s fermenting or shortly thereafter. So I looked at meta external elements, shapeliness, outline, clarity, and make you this offer 
only with the caveat that I can’t know how these wines will taste when they’re actually wine. Meanwhile Johannes has a kind of 
Ft. Knox of sweeties, which he can parcel out in the fullness of time.

2018 Zeltinger Schlossberg Riesling BA  
12/375ml | DE-SOS-92-18H

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling TBA ‘Fass’ 
12/375ml | DE-SOS-93-18H

2018 Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Riesling TBA ‘Stahl’ 
12/375ml | DE-SOS-91-18H

The last of these is the biggest among several TBAs, cuz I know how y’all always want “the best one,” while the barrique wine is 
just a bit of fun, Johannes’ Barsac one could say, something to give troubled dreams to Herr Kracher. I loved its saltiness, and 
it’s more than just a novelty.

THE EN-BLOC WINES, DESCRIBED BY JOHANNES
“The soil in all three is obviously blue Devonian slate though Rotlay has the rockiest, shallowest and therefore driest soil as can be 
seen by the massive cliffs that hang over the vineyard and partially to its side. Rotlay also benefits the most from the wide water 
surface of the Mosel, especially since the river is dammed some 500 meters downstream from Rotlay and provides a mirror effect 
for the sunshine back into the slope, plus some humidity from morning dew, which helps induce botrytis during autumn. 

Schmitt is almost as steep at Rotlay, and also has a perfect southern exposure, but a deeper subsoil of crumbly, broken slate mixed 
with organic matter and loam. The vineyard is farther back from the Mosel and gets less of the river’s cooling effect. Instead the warmth 
radiated from the village houses and church beneath warm the vineyard (a privileged situation akin to that of Bernkasteler Doctor.)

Anrecht, while equally steep and also on a perfect southern angle, has the deepest subsoil of broken slate mixed with organic 
matter (humus) and loam. It is further away from river and village compared to Rotlay and Schmitt, hence a tad cooler but 
nonetheless excellent. 

What I mean to translate with a mix of organic matter and loam is the German word “Feinerde” which literally translates into 
“fine earth” and that is a very valuable finely crumbled soil that combines the ability to warm up quickly, lets roots penetrate 
quickly and has good water storage capacity. In other words, “Feinerde“ is a highly desirable component of the soil structure, 
especially if you have rocky soils.”

Selbachs identified their best parcels for what was at first an experiment—in 2003 with the Schmitt (in Schlossberg)—and 
which has continued and grown to the three wines you see below. I find this all very moving, because what I see in it is a search 
for authenticity—to actually do what so many others only pay lip service to doing.

(As an aside, this mentality can also be seen at Merkelbach, all of whose wines are picked en-bloc, because they’re old school 
and that’s just how it’s done. There are others also.)

As the “cocktail German wine” market slowly ages out of prominence, the own-label market becomes more important.  
Selbach has always been the most honorable player therein, and Hannah Selbach will bring fresh young eyes to things like 
labels and merchandising.
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 As a “fine wine merchant” I tend to a 
certain unease with the commercial per-
quisites of “brand-building” because I’ve 
seen what a bogus game it often is. But I’ll 
consent to dirty my oh-so-precious hands 
if the wines impress me, and I must admit 
that some of these ‘18s—negoçiant wines, 
yes—are simply delicious, and have more 
character than many mundane estate 
wines. The Salmo Salar Trocken is a thor-
oughly lovely “basic” Riesling, lilacy and 
balanced with salty and flowery miner-
al. Honestly it’s quite superb. I was also 
stoked by the Incline Trocken, which is 
a little more sedate and calm and more 
apple-y, but also remarkably fine, grace-
ful and long. In its modest echelon this 
is star quality! I also loved a new wine 
in the group, the Selbach Riesling Fein-
herb “Tradition” which sets about to be 
a partrner to the two SAAR RIESLINGS; it 
comes from Dhron and Brauneberg and is 
a gleaming portrait of yellow fruit in deli-
cious seamless balance, with a taut snap 
of slate at the end. A superb value! And a 
+ wine.
 Finally the Saar Riesling Kabinett 
and Saar Riesling Spätlese remain ex-
cellent values for true Saar-style Riesling, 
crunchy and only barely sweet, hailing 
from just one estate who sells the wine 
in Fuder to Selbach, notwithstanding its 
pedigree. 
 Tasting these, I witnessed the most 
stirring gesture of integrity I’d seen in 
many years. 
 These are commodity wines. For 
coastal hipsters they mean almost noth-
ing, but vestiges of this market persist 

and are important. I can prove it in two 
words: Schmitt Söhne. This firm ships 
more wine to the States than any other, 
and nearly everything they ship is bulk 
commodity plonk. In earlier times they’d 
have borne labels like “Piesporter (this) 
and Bernkasteler (that)” whereas now 
they’ve got some German person’s idea 
of a colorful “contemporary” name like 
Koala Nipple-Clamps or Skid Mark Pink, 
but it’s the same bulk juice just prettied 
up for the hep young wine purchaser. 
 The small negoçiant firm of J&H 
Selbach are minor players in this mar-
ket. Because they’re small, they’re more 
sensitive to blips in the cost of grapes or 
juice, but they’re also able (and willing) to 
pay a hands-on attention that’s otherwise 
unheard of. For example, nearly 100% of 
their grape supply is under contract with 
growers they know and trust, and they’re 
making the wines with more lees contact 
and with spontaneous fermentation. 
And so I wanted to taste the wines this 
year with the same attention I give to the 
wines I take “seriously,” just to be sure 
they wouldn’t tarnish my own hippitude. 
 Friend, they do honor to me, to you, 
and to Johannes, because taking this kind 
of care over these kinds of wines does not 
win you medals. It’s just the things you 
do that no one sees, the manifold choices 
you decide to make with care and integ-
rity because it’s who you are. Every single 
one of these wines is sophisticated and 
has vinosity and most important, mod-
erate residual sugar for the genre. 
 Good as they all are, the firsts-among-
equals are the Piesporter Michelsberg, the 

“Fish-Label” Trocken and the “Incline.” 
Which warrants a small explication. 
 Just know but don’t be concerned 
with those old “generic” names that 
looked like actual vineyards but weren’t. 
Thank the wise elders who wrote the 1971 
wine law for this abomination. Thus a 
wine called “Zeller Schwarze Katz” is in 
effect bulk wine grown vaguely in the 
area of Zell. Same with “Bernkasteler” or 
“Piesporter.” The big companies often use 
Müller-Thurgau for this category— Sel-
bach uses only Riesling. 
 Because no one has a monopoly over 
these names, it ends up being a race to the 
bottom who flogs the stuff at the lowest 
price. (We are not, by the way, those guys.) 
This is why people want to create their 
own “Brands” and why these have prolif-
erated. In fact when Selbach introduced 
their “Fish-Label” I felt a certain dismay; 
the whole critter label thing was getting 
wearisome, and I thought it was beneath 
their dignity. Alas, the wines are very 
good, and if you buy them you’ll receive 
a wine that’s better than even decent-to 
good estate wine. 
 A wine like the “Incline” is a perfect 
wedding reception wine if most of the 
guests aren’t “wine people.” It’s tasty, 
doesn’t cost a lot, it’s easy-drinking, and 
someone somewhere will probably have 
cause to think This wine is unusually good; 
I wonder what it is. Why should those peo-
ple drink crummy plonk? Show me what 
you give to your least pretentious custom-
er, and I’ll show you your integrity.
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REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Erden

VINEYARD AREA

7 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

4,200 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Erdener Treppchen 
and Prälat 
(devonian slate with Rotliegend) 
Wehlener Sonnenuhr 
(devonian slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

85% Riesling 
10% Rivaner 
5% Kerner

 Many years ago I was talking with Joe 
Dressner and Joe said something inter-
esting that I haven’t forgotten. “We get at-
tached to these families when we’ve done 
business with them for a long time,” he 
said. “But we have to ask ourselves, If I 
were visiting this estate for the first time, 
would I want the wines?”
 So I played that little game this year 
with Stephan Justen’s estate, which has 
had a rather bumpy ride the last half-de-
cade. If I had never been here before and 
knew nothing of the history, what would 
I find and how would I feel about it?
 I learned that I would find, first, a 
fantastic collection of Mosel Grand Crus, 
from Erdener Treppchen (including old 
vines in the cliff outcroppings next to 
the Prälat), Erdener Prälat, and Wehlen-
er Sonnenuhr. I learned that I would also 
find a modest and loyal Mosel grower 
who sold his wines for less than they were 
worth. I further learned that he had de-
scendants who would carry on the estate, 
so there would at least be the promise of 

continuity. I learned that the wines were 
“traditional” and highly ageworthy, and 
were not formed or patterned to impress 
reviewers and receive high “scores.” I 
learned, based on the wines I tasted from 
2017/18 that the wines had character and 
distinctiveness.
 There was every reason I would want 
to offer this estate. I might have wanted to 
wait a year, until I could taste more than 
two vintages, but if push came to shove 
I’d have acted, because this combination 
of virtues is seldom found. All you need to 
do, dear reader and customer, is surmount 
any wish you may have that wines —or the 
image they cast—be “sexy.” This entails a 
certain amount of self-assurance, the kind 
where you ask the question, Do I have this 
friend because I want to be seen with him/
her, or is it because (s)he’s a good friend, 
considerate, loyal and good company?
 Your answer to that question will in-
dicate whether you’re the kind of person 
who’ll respond to these wines.

MEULENHOF / ERBEN JUSTEN EHLEN
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2017 Treppchen Riesling Grosses Gewächs  
6/750ml | DE-MHF-11-17

First offering of a late release. How to describe it? Like a toasted version of Treppchen, maybe; crunchy outlines, caramelized 
interior. It’s the best face of ’17; clean, robust, smoky, muscular, and this proud balanced wine displays a normally obscure side 
of Treppchen—toasted walnut-bread (among other things)—it’s balanced on the earnest side, as are most GGs, but oxygen 
promotes a nice echo of fruit in the finish.

2018 Riesling 
12/750ml | DE-MHF-01-18

This is a “QbA” but is not chaptalized. It’s mostly fruit from the “other” side of the Mosel, yet it’s slim and scented of lilac; it recalls 
Spreitzer’s Doosberg wines; it has a firm and plum-blossomy finish; it’s barely “sweet” and is a lissome appealing wine.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-MHF-30-18

Of the many lots we tasted, I liked numbers 18 and 19 in any combination. 19 is the orange-peel side of Treppchen—you can 
imagine it going beeswaxy with age—whereas 18 is peachy and refined and more outlined. They blend well in any proportions, 
becoming maize-like and sweet-meadowy.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Spätlese #30 + 
12/750ml | DE-MHF-40-18

Among a range of Spätlesen this one was immensely satisfying, crunchy and warming, not very sweet; a classic “normal” 
Treppchen.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Spätlese #31 + 
12/750ml | DE-MHF-41-18

Quite different, more “ladylike” and floral and higher-toned, with the silky grace of Wehlen as much as the tangerine and peachy 
Erdener. It’s more exquisite and less sensual. I like them equally and differently.

2018 Wehlener Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-MHF-43-18

This is an absolute classic, the best in many years. It shows why we love Wehlen, that calm silky, lemon-quince-balsam music, 
the “blue” flavor, the melding of structure with a keen sense of bonelessness, the perfect underpinning of slate. Just a relaxed, 
beautiful Mosel wine.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Spätlese ‘Alte Reben’ +
12/750ml | DE-MHF-42-18

Lots of people have Alte Rebens in the Mittelmosel, but here in Erden it signifies something more. When the commune had 
Flurbereinigung some 15-20 years ago, the upstream sections of Treppchen among the cliffs were physically impossible to 
restructure, and so we have young-ish vines from the “normal” steep slopes from the bridge downstream, and very old ungrafted 
vines from the redder soil in the more rugged terrain. The difference is manifest and vivid. Here it shows as a deeper grounded-
ness and a demi-glace concentration; tangerine and Satsuma, quite massive for a Spät and of course it’s “sweet,” but it has that 
“90+ taste” and you should use it as you’d use an Auslese.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Auslese 2-star  + 
6/750ml | DE-MHF-53-18

You won’t believe the number of hurdles I demand an Auslese must clear before it makes it in here. I don’t need Auslese! I have 
to be overcome. This wine is the essence of one face of Treppchen; osmanthus and lilies, balsam, aloe and tarragon. It is not 
sugary. It goes with your Breton butter cake; it’s like you took the best Meyer lemon and liquefied it.
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2002 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Spätlese +  +
12/750ml | DE-MHF-41-02 | SOMMELIER ALERT!

Wanna see how well these wines age? Step up to this 16-year-old bottle of wonder.

The wine is gorgeous and perfect. Classic 2002 blueberry, and a fine botrytis; it’s on the dry side (as they were in those days), 
showing fennel-frond, chervil and oolong; a perfect food-wine; a concatenation of twenty sweet herbs.
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REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Ürzig

VINEYARD AREA

1 hectare

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

1,700 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Ürziger Würzgarten 
(blue devonian slate) 
Erdener Treppchen 
(blue devonian slate) 
Kinheimer Rosenberg 
(blue devonian slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

100% Riesling

 The brothers are only partly able to 
do the vineyard work these days. It makes 
sense, after all; they’re in their eighties 
and time marches on. They have help 
with the most taxing work in the steepest 
slopes, and they’re still doing the cellar—
so the wines are theirs, though they have 
also changed in subtle ways.
 A story such as Merkelbach couldn’t 
remain obscure for long. I had a role to 
play in it, especially in the internet age 
where my catalogue was more readily 
available, plus they were prominent in my 
first book, which had a German-language 
edition. I also put them in my film. Their 
“angle” was made for TV; the two bache-
lor brothers and their old-fashioned ways 
and their sweet faces all conspired to cre-
ate a sense of an open-air museum of how 
wine used to be forty or fifty years ago.
 It can’t last forever. What I used to do 
alone has now drawn the attention of 
many buyers (and pilgrims) and these 
days Rolf and Alfred are no longer hid-
den away. I don’t know whether this is the 
reason the wines have gotten somewhat 
less dry the last two vintages. Nor can I 
insist it is the reason for the higher prices, 
though it’s churlish to kvetch about prices 
when the wines have been underpriced 
for decades. And I mean “decades,” be-
cause this is the 33rd year I have visited 
Rolf and Alfred to taste their new vintage.
 Great vintages here are like VAPING 
Mosel Riesling. Yet it’s a suggestive kind 
of greatness, partly because it’s become 
so rare in a world in which people want 
their wines to “make an impression.” And 
partly because we don’t really know what 
to do when we’re faced with the ur of a 

thing. The origin point, the purity that’s 
not only unspoilt, it’s never been tram-
meled at all. Merkelbach’s wines are like 
the world before anyone wrote poems 
about it.
 Looking over some of the lab data for 
their ‘18s (they show this to me because 
one time many years ago I asked for it, 
and now they just present the forms each 
year and I may as well look at them) it’s 
clear they didn’t acidify, and they won-
dered whether maybe they should have. 
I personally didn’t think so, and I won-
der in any case what’s “low acidity” in 
the context of low pH Mosel Riesling. If 
you’re a long-time lover of Merkelbach, 
you may miss the crispness other years 
have shown. What remains is the primor-
dial fruit, the almost paranormal sense 
that you’re tasting something timeless, 
eternal, not a transitory matter of the-
flavor-of-a-vintage. That sense—of the 
world and its noise being obliterated and 
you are back at a beginning you would 
never have found otherwise—is still there, 
though the ‘18s are prettier than Merkel-
bach wines have tended to be.
 The brothers were always striking in 
their simple unruffled happiness, but ill 
health makes anyone grumpy, and there 
were a couple dark clouds to reckon with 
this year. And yet, what grew clear was not 
that Rolf (who’s had the hardest time of it) 
was cranky because of doctors/clinics/
tests/pain, but because when he’s away 
he’s missing the fun. This is what they live 
to do! And I believe in my deepest heart, 
that when we taste that Edenic innocence 
in Rolf and Alfred’s wines, we are tasting 
the kindly music of satisfied lives.

ALFRED MERKELBACH
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2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Kabinett #13  
12/750ml | DE-MKB-30-18

Of course this is a Spätlese but it was the only Fuder one could even think of declassifying; it’s on the strawberry side of UW, 
and ridiculously long.

Würzgarten has two profiles, which normally overlap while emphasizing one side or another. You have strawberry of various 
types, and you have another face of kiwi and sassafras. And of course you have slate. These may be variations based on 
cadaster, as it stands to reason that steepness, altitude and soil-structure would all play roles. As a rule I’d say, if it looks rocky 
the wines will probably taste rocky.

2018 Kinheimer Rosenberg Riesling Spätlese #2 + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-46-18

2018 Kinheimer Rosenberg Riesling Spätlese #3  
12/750ml | DE-MKB-47-18

Two fuders, two different pickings. No. 2 is pure pure Mosel, great firm bones and slate-slate-slate. No. 3 shows botrytis and 
feels less fruity; it’s very good but I like #2 best.

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Spätlese #5  +  + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-41-18

This is superb. Mineral, archetypal, with rapturous fruit. Eternal youth in a bottle!

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Spätlese #7  + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-42-18

Minty and exotic now, with botrytis playing a role, but it’s also from a steeper parcel and has more mineral tension.

2018 Kinheimer Rosenberg Riesling Auslese #1 + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-52-18

2018 Kinheimer Rosenberg Riesling Auslese #12 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-55-18

No. 1 is many other growers’ “1-star Spätlese,” so don’t worry it will be too rich. A sheer beauty, it’s a giddy giggle of apples and 
slate. No. 12 is more the “true” Auslese, both in feel and in concentration.

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Auslese #11 Urglück +  + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-54-18

In its sighing way this is as profound a wine as has ever been made here. Without the anvil-solidity of years like 2010 or 2015, 
nothing obtrudes upon the purity of fruit—and acidity can be distracting, you know. Here it’s not merely “slate and apples” any 
more. Something para has entered the picture; fruit but also not-fruit; refers to mineral but not “minerally.” Just some arcane 
synergy, some voice of the vineyard we’ll never quite account for.

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Auslese #9  + 
12/750ml | DE-MKB-53-18

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Auslese #10  
12/750ml | DE-MKB-51-18

No. 9 is the apogee of sassafras! It’s the kick-ass of sassafras. The smoking grass of sassafras. (D’ja ever read that in a tasting 
note? Didn’t think so.) No. 10 is the same but spicier, with hyssop and spearmint in the viewfinder.
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 A brief history lesson to start us off:
 
 Once there was an estate Joh. Jos. 
Christoffel, owned by Hans-Leo Chris-
toffel, and it was among the greatest 
estates along the Mosel. Hans-Leo had 
no heirs and various medical issues. He 
leased his estate to Robert Eymael of the 
Weingut Mönchhof, as Eymael had the 
wherewithal at the time. The two sets of 
wine were to be grown, made and kept 
separate. Hans-Leo’s final vintage was 
2001.
 The wines indeed were different, and 
remained so. More on this in a moment.
 Eymael himself was getting to a point 
where he didn’t wish to continue. So he 
sold the estate to a Chinese investor. 
His final vintage is 2018. He stays on as 
a consultant on an as-needed basis, but 
he’s out. He’s building a house for himself 
in Wehlen, where, he cheerily says, he can 
“Sit on my porch, look at the Mosel and 
wait for death!” He has an uninhibited 
sense of humor, our hero. Meanwhile the 
new owner is hands-off, and a team has 
been installed consisting of a gentleman 
from Graach who introduced himself to 
me as “Frank,” and there’s another young 
gentleman who’ll handle the cellar.
 And so our hero at the start of this 
story—Hans-Leo Christoffel, is now two 
steps removed from the wines bearing 

his name, and the estate is something of 
a Concept now. It is quite possible that 
the new team will invest it with some 
soul again—I’d like to see that—but in the 
short term they prefer not to make any big 
changes. I encouraged them otherwise, 
though I agree that the changes I’d like 
to see are best not made abruptly.
 Which brings us back to the wines 
Let me pause again to repeat: The wines 
are good. But the brand has taken on 
something of a fantasy name. And the 
wines, though they are highly crystalline 
in the modern manner, are so glossy and 
polished it’s as though a face had all its 
features buffed away. They are the con-
ceptual antonym of, say, Selbach. They 
do offer an interesting look at a kind of 
reducto-ad-absurdum for the keen pol-
ished style of Riesling, and if one wished 
to make a case for them, one can truth- 
fully say they are silky and as delicate 
as the surface of a crème brulée. I was 
thinking maybe this jig was up. And then 
I tasted the ‘18s.
 2018 is more like a true Christoffel 
vintage than any I can remember since 
maybe 2007. The wines had selves, not 
just the simulacra of selves recent vin-
tages have displayed. Indeed the wines 
most reminded me of 1983s though in the 
modern era, i.e., 20º Oechsle more across 
the board.

REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Urzig

VINEYARD AREA

4 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

3,200 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Ürziger Würzgarten 
(red slate) 
Erdener Treppchen 
(blue slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

100% Riesling

JOH. JOS. CHRISTOFFEL
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2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Trocken + 
12/750ml | DE-CFL-10-18

OK, I’m amazed. This is salty, juicy and balanced. WTF?!?!

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Qba, ‘Christoffel Riesling’ 
12/750ml | DE-CFL-20-18

Does the job without any of the “cheap” and coarse flavors of many of its type. A spicy finish and moderate sweetness.

2018 Erdener Treppchen Riesling Kabinett  
12/750ml | DE-CFL-30-18

Just bottled as they all were. Yet the classic fragrance of Treppchen rose expressively from the glass—green apples, walnut, 
slate—and the wine had all the force and definition I’d been yearning for.

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-CFL-31-18

This is expressive and while polished it’s not overly so; it feels drier and is markedly sleeker and saltier; a sassafras finish to a 
silky wine with more depth than usual.

2018 Uerziger Würzgarten Riesling Spätlese 
12/750ml | DE-CFL-41-18

Here I perceived what I’ve come to call “the JJC problem,” excessive gloss and sugar, but this was the zippier of the Späts,  
more floral, and not so overtly rich and sweet.



 On a May morning exactly 41 years 
ago, I was walking through the village of 
Graach looking for growers who had Him- 
melreich and Domprobst. I started at the 
downstream end, and tasted at perhaps a 
dozen places. The last of them was Willi 
Schaefer. Fledgling though I was, I rec-
ognized these wines were superior, and 
I bought what I could, to take back home 
to Munich. It was, as best I recall, a visit 
of under an hour.
 The next time I visited was in January 
1980, eighteen months later. As soon as he 
opened the door he recognized me. And 
thus began a friendship that has lasted to 
this day.
 Willi is a markedly golden sort of guy. 
He’s warm (but not especially touchy- 
feely) and both amusing and ever-ready 
to be amused, and he’s one of the most 
basically decent people I have ever 
known.
 There’s an angelic quality around the 
entire family. If you’ve met Christoph 
and Andrea, you’ll know what I mean. It 
is a glow of kindness that seems easy for 

them—or at any rate, easier than it is for 
bossy old me. It also permeates the wines, 
which is part of why they’re held in such 
affection. For people don’t just “admire” 
Schaefer’s wines, they love them.
 They have changed a little over the 
years, as may be expected. They’re riper 
now—of course everything is riper now— 
and you could say they’re more expres- 
sive, less modest. What they retain is a 
remarkable candor and a lapidary clarity.
 Willi senior is mostly out of the woods 
health-wise though he doesn’t work in the 
most forbiddingly steep parcels any more. 
The estate is decidedly Christoph’s and 
Andrea’s now, but one thing that hasn’t 
changed is the way the wines shine out 
in fruit-driven vintages (like ’11 and now 
again ’18) when I find them at their best. 
In general Schaefer’s wines show what I 
can only (and feebly) describe as utter 
Moselness. If there is fault to be found 
with them, it’s the flip side of a great vir-
tue; the wines stay young forever. So if you 
like old Riesling flavors, you gotta wait, 
and wait... and wait.

REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Graach

VINEYARD AREA

4.2 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

2,900 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Graacher Himmelreich 
(devonian slate) 
Graacher Domprobst 
(devonian slate) 
Wehlener Sonnenuhr 
(devonian slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

100% Riesling

WILLI SCHAEFER
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2018 Graacher Riesling Trocken 
12/750ml | DE-WSH-20-18

What can I say with all these Trockens? There must have been a hole in the ozone layer over the Mosel those few days. This 
wine is adorable and wholesome, and shows the subtle (and helpful) influence of a new Fuder, making for a suave, minerally 
wine with no edges or sharpness of any kind.

2018 Graacher Himmelreich Riesling Kabinett  +
12/750ml | DE-WSH-31-18

We bought it all; let’s hope there’s some left by the time you read this. A perfect slatey Schaefer Kab. No more needs to be said. 
Have fun and drink this now in hot summer weather without a scintilla of guilt regarding that “infanticide” nonsense. I mean, 
you could wait 15 years and it’ll taste no different than it does now, so go on and play peek-a-boo with baby.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-WSH-30-18

This had just been filtered, so the fruit was suppressed—but not the mineral, or the pistachio, or the cherry blossom, and and 
and. It’s more tensile and also more tense—it really seems to quiver with life.

2018 Graacher Himmelreich Riesling Spätlese +
12/750ml | DE-WSH-40-18

Seriously detailed apple-ness, like tasting and comparing 30 different heirlooms. A careful, exquisite saltiness completes the picture.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Spätlese #10 +  + 
12/750ml | DE-WSH-42-18

For a while I thought these “numbered” cask bottlings were parcel specific, but it isn’t so; they are stylistic “types” whereby 
#10 (for example) is the crunchiest most mineral one, while #5 is the one with the noblest fruit; thus “#10” becomes a kind of 
brandname for a certain type of wine.

And this is a stunning vintage. Angular, adamantly spicy, nakedly mineral and with a neon buzz of energy; you feel as though 
you can taste the steepness, like the wine itself is perpendicular. I remember Armin Diel once saying to me, possibly facetiously, 
that I’d get “bored” after days on the Mosel tasting nothing but “slate wines.” Not a fucking chance! I could taste a thousand 
wines like this one and all I’d be is blissed out.

2018 Wehlener Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese +  + 
12/750ml | DE-WSH-43-18

Schaefer’s holdings are small in the Sonnenuhr, but it’s a pleasure to taste the immediate and telling contrast between the more 
demure Wehlener and the more assertive Graachers. I mean, if Mosel Riesling can have a more refined, splendid aroma than 
this, and a palate more breezy, exquisite and elegant, why I’d just fall to the floor with the vapors I do declare. What poise,  
what cool, blue-eyed loveliness—what FRUIT.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Spätlese #5 +  +  + 
12/750ml | DE-WSH-41-18

This is like the great renditions of Dönnhoff’s Hermannshöhle Spät; amazingly explicated, seeming to clarify the entire world, 
each tiny seam and thread; everything is heightened, absurdly vivid, so that the slate and flowers and exotic fruit are chiseled, 
written in medieval calligraphy.

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Auslese #11  + 
12/750ml | DE-WSH-50-18

A relatively streamlined and light-feeling Auslese, Cox’s orange pippins and linden blossom, wonderful fruit... running out of words...

2018 Graacher Domprobst Riesling Auslese #14  +
12/375ml | DE-WSH-53-18H

The (clean!) botrytis has started doing its honey-dance here. A little salted caramel juju. I like it a ton, but at heart I’m a Spätlese 
man.



2019 Germany � Mosel � A.J. Adam 101

 The place is a true idyll, sitting along 
the reedy shushing Dhronbach, and I 
am poignantly aware it’s a peace not 
easily won. Andreas started nearly from 
scratch, was a hair away from packing it 
in on more than one occasion, and has 
prevailed by determination and sheer 
talent. The man is a master of dry and 
almost dry Mosel Riesling. 
 That is to say, a master at a genre that 
was barely tolerable until not very long 
ago. To do this, you have to have an excel-
lent palate, plus the know-how to enact 
your vision. Mosel Trockens will never 
have the generous bodies and amenable 
acids of, say, Pfalz wines, and they have to 
locate a fullness and a mid-palate buoy-
ancy that’s not so often found.
 And yet this is the second consecutive 
vintage where I found myself confused by 
parts of the collection. In my dotage I seem 
to recall Andreas’ earlier wines as generally 
leesier and tilted more toward Feinherb. 
(He makes two actual Feinherbs, which 
are his best wines.) The last couple years 
I’ve found the Trocken wines sometimes 
spiky and the sweet wines rather too sweet. 
I tend to think acidity is the culprit, if there 
is a “culprit,” and no one wishes to ma-
nipulate acidity by interventions, not to 
mention acidity is a religion among some 
German Riesling growers, but neither do I 
enjoy sour wines. I wonder as I always do, 
whether I’m seeing the wines on cranky-
pants days (for them or for me…) but 
this is when I see them, same time every 
year. Then there’s the issue of item-creep, 
whereby a grower’s portfolio chain-re-
acts into more and more wines. This is a 
by-product of a phenomenon whereby 

good growers have access to great land 
being sold (or leased) by crappy growers 
who have no heirs or who need to raise 
cash. More sites equals more different 
wines, which is lovely in principle, but it 
is senseless to foist fifteen wines upon you, 
though Andreas prefers me to make every-
thing available. He’s a purist and he likes 
that I am too, but the pragmatist in me (an 
orphan who struggles to be heard) knows 
that too many options dilutes attention 
and paralyzes a customer. 
 But what is one to do? Andreas points 
out, reasonably, that while he has many 
different wines, the highest-volume wines 
he makes are his Feinherbs, and this is 
a question of dedication because those 
wines sell more slowly within Germany. I 
continue to think that Feinherb is where 
his genius lies, but at the same time I’ve 
often found his Trocken wines have im-
proved enormously between March and 
June, when I can taste them again. Adam’s 
in the family of the “tardy” Mosel grow-
ers (along with Loewen and Vols, with 
Schaefer and Christoffel the opposite). 
Finding that Andreas’ wines had grown 
rather more strict over the years, I had an 
email exchange with him in which he said 
some telling things about how he wants 
his wines to be:

 “Never loud, always show the seasons 
of the year and only the minimum of cel-
larhand which is necessary to bring the 
character of the vintage in bottle. Maybe 
these are simple words but strong in cre-
ating a good wine. Nothing new.
 Barbara and I are not afraid of exotic 
aroma, not of strong or moderate acidity. 

REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Dhron

VINEYARD AREA

3.7 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

1,250 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Dhroner Hofberg 
(weathered devonian 
slate with quarzite) 
Piesporter Goldtröpfchen 
(blue slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

100% Riesling

A.J. ADAM
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We also like mineral wines and the some-
times stronger yeast flavor of our wines. 
Wines with a silence are for us more attrac-
tive than these loud powerful creations.
 What we not like: too much alcohol in 

our dry wines, no “dünne Wässerchen” [TT: 
Thin little waters] which are at the moment 
popular, no wood flavor, no reduce of acid-
ity and not to much natural sugar which 
kills all the fine texture of Mosel Riesling.”

 So there you have it. I will report my 
actual impressions of what I tasted, as 
opposed to what I hope the wines might 
become, even when those hopes are often 
justified.

2018 Spätburgunder Rosé  
12/750ml | DE-ADM-60-18

Perhaps the only sponti rosé I offer from Germany; as usual it’s a rosé with a definite backbone of slate, especially on the finish; 
a firm gripping wine that happens to be pink, and as such it takes its place among the most interesting rosés in my entire 
portfolio, in the company of Prieler and Schröck.

2018 Estate Riesling Trocken  
12/750ml | DE-ADM-01-18

It was bottle-sick and showing little other than slate and herbs. A dark minerality also, but we have to see its fruit emerge to 
mitigate what today looks a little humorless.

2018  Hofberg Riesling ‘GG’ Trocken 
6/750ml | DE-ADM-19-18
3/1500ml | DE-ADM-19-18M

This does have the balance and stuffing such wines need; it’s still ultra-violet-y dry but it’s sensually viable; herbs, walnuts, 
sandy-slate aromas (think Dönnhoff Leistenberg); the palate is firm and lemony. There’s fine substance here, but it will help if 
you relish acidity.

2018  ‘Im Pfarrgarten’ Riesling Feinherb 
12/750ml | DE-ADM-20-18

The 5th vintage from a 54-year-old vineyard in a flat-ish site by the lyric little “Dhronbach” stream. It means “the garden of the 
rectory,” suggesting a contemplative temperament, whispering to the little birds in the silver flow of water. Perhaps you think 
I’m being silly, but this stuff matters to me and you’d be a happier person if it mattered to you. There’s a little poem in this wine, 
one of those life-graces we assume, wrongly, we can do without.

This wine offers such a remarkable value, I’m surprised its sponti aroma repels y’all. After all, you say you want “wild yeast” and 
you seem to accept all manner of filthy aromas in many of the wines you prize, so what’s with the wrinkled noses? Is a scent of 
cheese and chocolate really worse than swamp-water or cat barf? This ’18 is a fine vintage, recalling Minges’ Scheu Feinherb in 
its tangy angular charm; exotic and woodruff-y, a wine of profile, wit and soul.

2018 Hofberg ‘von den Terrassen’ Riesling Feinherb  
12/750ml | DE-ADM-23-18

A new bottling standing out dramatically from the dry wines that came before—this has fruit! Almost entirely balanced; it has 
tension, mint, mineral, but for any reasonable palate it is DRY. A sexy saltiness, angular grain and citricity.

2018 Dhron Hofberg ‘In der Sängerei’ Riesling Feinherb + 
12/750ml | DE-ADM-21-18
6/1500ml | DE-ADM-21-18M

Consistently one of the great Mosel wines in this collection, this wine is “Adam” at its most euphoric and pure. This ’18 was still 
emerging from its infantile cocoon, it promises to be lovely, along lines of the ’08 or the ’16, a poised seamless but elegant 
wine, cool and enticing.
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2018 Dhron Hofberg Riesling Kabinett +
6/750ml | DE-ADM-30-18
6/1500ml | DE-ADM-30-18M

Slatey! Even by Mosel standards. It’s also exotic, though it was made entirely in steel. It’s also on the dry side, and needed some 
time in the glass to tidy up, but Gyokoru and woodruff, and a long ether of slate perfumes the finish.

2018 Piesporter Goldtröpfchen Riesling Kabinett + 
6/750ml | DE-ADM-32-18 

The project with Julian Haart is concluded, so Andreas’ PiesGold is now all his, and there’s precious little of it. This is, seriously, 
a dream Goldtröpfchen, with tensile structure and extravagant fruit, but not at all sloppy; plums and quince more than passion 
fruit, acutely slatey, zinging balance and a smoky tarragon stony finish. As exciting a PiesGold as I’ve had in years.

Andreas’ parcels are on little terraces in the upstream section of the (overly) large hill, which may be why they’re so much 
livelier and zippier than so many other PiesGold.

2018 Dhron Hofberg Riesling Spätlese + 
12/750ml | DE-ADM-40-18
6/1500ml | DE-ADM-40-18M

All I said about this beauty is that it was the spirit-kin of Dönnhoff’s Brücke.

2018 Piesporter Goldtröpfchen Riesling Spätlese +  +
12/750ml | DE-ADM-41-18

He really has the touch with this site. This elevated the virtues of the Kabinett to even greater richness and expressiveness. 
Remarkable if not astonishing in its pristine zingy length.

2018 Dhron Hofberg Riesling Auslese   
6/750ml | DE-ADM- 50-18

(No botrytis) This is again in the Dönnhoff mode, a stretching-up of the Spätlese with more concentrated fruit, more “syrup,” 
but not a different animal.
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CARL LOEWEN

 After an astonishingly fine vintage 
2017, I arrived with sky-high hopes. They 
were partly realized.
 The issue was with the Trocken 
wines, which showed so richly last year 
and which were viciously shrill this year. 
Christopher pointed out that the wines 
had received almost no oxygen, and that 
the “sourness” to which I referred would 
diminish or vanish with ordinary vinifi-
cation. He may well be right; I’ve seen it 
happen before. But when we reached the 
GGs (and the Feinherb wines) it was clear 
those wines had the texture to ameliorate 
their dryness. I always worry that it’s my 
palate that’s having an off day, but it’s al-
most never that.
 And so, a quandary. What I decided to 
do is to offer most of the Trocken wines 
with notes faithful to their showing on 
the day. I expect them to fill out, because 
they have a track record of doing just that. 
It’s also worth noting that Loewens had 
very little rain in 2018, and many of these 
drought wines were attenuated in their 
fruit. So we shall see.
 In effect we get to reinvent this agen-
cy, because many of you don’t know their 
history; you only know that Christopher is 
passionate and charismatic, and that the 
wines are outstanding. From my stand-
point I see this as a long-delayed recogni-
tion, that Loewen is a stellar producer who 
has long been undervalued. This is one of 
the FIVE MOST INTERESTING ESTATES 
IN MY OFFERING, and among them it’s 
the one you know the least about. And 
that is gonna change. A couple decades 
ago an idealistic young couple realized 
there were great vineyards—not “good” 

or “interesting” vineyards, but truly great 
ones—along this stretch of the Mosel, and 
that no one knew of them because of the 
lack of a flagship estate. If J.J. Prüm had 
been a citizen of Leiwen and not of We-
hlen, we’d be giving all that Sonnenuhr luv 
to Laurentiuslay and Ritsch. This is clear, 
and obvious. Karl was also convinced of 
the old Mosel verities; spontis in cask 
with no fussings or tweakings. When the 
estate Schmitt-Wagner had to fold its tent, 
as there were no children willing to car-
ry it on, we were all very fortunate that 
Loewens could buy it. Carl now has every 
great site on this section of the Mosel. 

These are:
Longuicher Maximiner Herrenberg 
Thörnicher Ritsch 
Leiwener Laurentiuslay 

 They are every bit as important as 
Graacher Domprobst, Wehlener Son-
nenuhr and Zeltinger Schlossberg, only 
you don’t know them, and therefore they 
COST LESS. Karl-Josef’s son Christopher 
is now fully installed and brings his own 
vision and infusion of vim. They are dis-
continuing the name Schmitt-Wagner 
for wines from the vineyards they bought 
from Bruno Schmitt when that venerable 
estate had to sell, for want of heirs. This 
consisted of some 9,000 ungrafted Riesling 
wines, planted in 1896 and 1903, which 
constitutes as great a legacy as one could 
hope for, and cemented Loewen’s position 
as the great holder of every noble Riesling 
vineyard on the Mosel upstream from 
Leiwen. This won’t matter to you if you’re 
too young to remember Schmitt-Wagner. 

REGION / SUB REGION

Mosel / Leiwen

VINEYARD AREA

12 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

8,300 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Leiwener Laurentiuslay 
and Klostergarten 
(grey slate) 
Thörnicher Ritsch 
(grey slate) 
Longuicher Maximin Herrenberg 
(red slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

100% Riesling

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing organic viticulture



2018 Riesling ‘Alte Reben’  
12/750ml | DE-LOW-10-18

This is a cuvée of various plots between 50-70 years old, and you will note it doesn’t say “Trocken,” and that is because 
Loewens prefer not to have to wrestle the fermentation to get below the limit—bless them! They lose a commercially precious 
designation so as to let the wine do whatever it wants. 

This was unusual among Mosels I’d tasted up till then. Fluffier I texture but less fruit-forward than most. Vetiver aromas made 
me think of GV. The slate is “dark” and carbonized, like you’re biting into slate on a night with no moon.

2018 Riesling Maximin Klosterlay Erste Lage  
12/750ml | DE-LOW-11-18

An east-facing vineyard directly on the Mosel, offering slender and “blue” tasting wines. This ’18 is the brighter (almost grassier) 
face of slate; a tatsoi snap, and it was the first Mosel I tasted that showed ‘18’s phenols—is this a drought feature? The wine is 
rather a “study in slate,” and on that March day it felt a little strict.

2018 Maximin Herrenberg Grosse Lage ‘1896’ Riesling Alte Reben Trocken
12/750ml | DE-LOW-15-18

This is vibrating and long, but like most of these it had a sour profile. But let me pause a second, to make a point. These wines 
weren’t bitter, nor did they have excess acidity. Those I find to be felt senses, whereas “sour” is something you taste. This wine 
was mint and mustard greens, like chewing on undressed dandelion greens. Fearing my palate was somehow distorted, we 
changed stemware (which didn’t help) and let the wine breathe (which helped somewhat).

2018 Ritsch Riesling Grosses Gewächs ( + ) 
6/750ml | DE-LOW-17-18 

This is a strong, green fellow; verbena and vetiver again; more juice in the mid palate but still a little rebuking, yet the scree and 
slate and herbs are prominent and the finish is taut and herbal, and one has reason for high hopes.

An aside: as Loewens have enlarged their holding in Ritsch—which is a GREAT Mosel vineyard easily the equal of any site along 
the entire river—Christopher hinted at the possibility of an eventual wine with RS that wasn’t a botrytis Auslese. Even perhaps a 
Kabinett. When I jokingly asked “What about the Kabinett?” his mother chimed out “Kabinett? There will be no Ritsch Kabinett!” 
As though this would offend the Gods. I was startled, to say the least. 

2018 Maximin Herrenberg Riesling Grosses Gewächs +  +
6/750ml | DE-LOW-16-18

This is the Loewen I know.

The loveliest fragrance yet, and the first of these that feels like its destiny was to be dry. The parcel was planted in 1902, it’s 
above the parcel where the (upcoming) “1896” grows; steeper and stonier, and yet it has more fruit—which in this wine is all the 
difference. Lovers of Trimbach (or Kientzler, that racy un-seductive style) will be at home here. The wine is salty and adamant—
but it knows how to sing.
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Older Riesling lovers may join me in a mo-
ment of gratefulness and sadness, first that 

Bruno Schmitt existed—he was the only 
reason to attend to Longuich at all—and 

second that the gentle tactful style of wine 
he made is a quickly vanishing species.
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2018 Riesling ‘1896’ +  +
6/750ml | DE-LOW-29-18

A wine of the ultimate interior, where weight doesn’t exist any more, yet where some core of life is stored, reposing, waiting for 
you to arrive. It’s the culminated essence of slate-apple-balsam that is the outer skin of Mosel wine, but like Dönnhoff ’s Brücke 
can be, it’s also an ur-paradigm of Riesling ad of the souls who swim in its glowing green waters.

The wine makes me think more than anything of Michi’s “Tradition” bottlings at Schloss Gobelsburg; it’s atmospheric and 
inferential; analog, soulful, more pealing, bell-like overtones, more poetic and secretive. Even in its animation it shows repose, 
and a complexity you don’t subdue, but simply and calmly allow it to guide you to the mystery. Here’s what Christopher had 
to say about this amazing wine: “Our Maximin Herrenberg, which was planted in 1896, is the oldest Riesling vineyard in the 
world of this dimension (more than 6,000 vines). Planted 1896. This is an incentive to us. I have asked myself over weeks: How 
did they produce wine in that period, in a time when Mosel Riesling was one of the most important wines of the world? In the 
Maximin Herrenberg we still have the single post training system with 10.000 vines per hectare, which was common in those 
days. No chemical fertilizer is used, everything, even the hardest work is done by hand. Never has the Maximin Herrenberg 
seen a machine! The adventure started in the harvest. The handpicked grapes were being transported to the trailer with the 
help of a hotte (a hotte is something like a rucksack, with which you can transport about 60kg of grapes in it; it was used before 
tractors made the vineyard work easier). The grapes, which were collected in a basket, were being stamped by foot, which had 
been common then. Through that procedure the maceration starts directly in the vineyard. On the evening of the picking day, 
the press process started. For the 1896 we used a very old wooden basket press, which we found in a small dusty corner at the 
lower section of the Mosel Valley and which we restored with a lot of love. Pressing was done by brawniness, the juice is guided 
without any sedimentation or pumping directly into the Fuder. The fermentation, of course, is spontaneous, without any added 
yeast. The result is a wine, which shows perfectly the strength of Riesling. It is a unique statement of consistency in a fast 
moving world. Due to the small scaled 1896 vineyard, we are just able to do one Fuder of the 1896 Riesling.”

I mentioned an offside comment Michi Moosbrugger once made to me, that he wished he could make all his wines as he 
makes the “Tradition” bottlings, and I asked Christopher if he ever felt the same. Would he like to make all his wines as he makes 
this one? “Whether I would like to or not, it’s impossible both from a logistical standpoint, because it’s a lot of work in the middle 
of the harvest, and then also it wouldn’t work financially.” All of this is reasonable, and helps us to cherish the small volume of 
this vinous miracle even more.

The ’18 starts with striking, euphoric aromas, beckoning and mysterious. How do we fathom the mysteries of time, of beauty, 
of the sighing, beating world, of all the things we sense but that disappear when we grope for them? On the far side of this 
unanswerable question, we get a glimpse of a breathing and seamless harmony, that exists to tell us there are moments when 
it all makes sense; it won’t answer your questions—but it all makes sense. That’s what this wine is like.
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2018 Estate Riesling + 
12/750ml | DE-LOW-20-18

The best vintage yet of this “bespoke” bottling for lil’ ol’ me. It’s fine, mineral and grassy, solid and salty, lyric and bright, with a 
little twang from the red slate. Everything works here, texture and character and interplay, and yet the harmony isn’t slack but 
instead finely taut.

2018 Longuicher Herrenberg Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-LOW-30-18

Ungrafted vines planted in 1903. Do please note the price. Consider what the equivalent wine might cost you from France or 
Italy or Spain. Then consider why I sometimes get frustrated. This was just a week in bottle yet it was still spicy and expressive 
and angular and both vivid and deep, with a moderate minty sweetness. 

2018 Leiwener Laurentiuslay Riesling Spätlese  + 
12/750ml | DE-LOW-40-18

Consistently and for many years one of the very GREAT wines in this offering, and among them, the least celebrated.  
Again, very old vines (at least 80, some over 100, all ungrafted) from an old terraced vineyard, because the wise citizens of 
Leiwen rejected the Flurbereinigung. Think Wehlener Sonnenuhr on steroids. (Or wait a minute; that’s Zeltinger Sonnenuhr.  
OK, think Zeltinger Sonnenuhr on steroids...) In essence this is weighty, extravagant fruit anchored to profound and almost 
chewy earthiness. 

The ’18 shows a little botrytis as all the clean grapes went into a dry “GG.” It’s a slim vintage, where even the deep flavors of 
dried apricots and butterscotch are more buoyant— if less profound—than usual, but it’s early days, the components are still 
waiting to knit, and the wine may well fill out. As it is, it’s wonderful!

2018 Thörnicher Ritsch Riesling Auslese +  + 
6/750ml | DE-LOW-50-18 

This though is one shining gorgeous piece, and what a piece! As glorious, green and salty as it has ever been. Zero botrytis, 
fruit to the max, like a confiture of aloe vera and verbena.
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 The Saar valley is singular in many 
ways. Close as it is to Trier, it seems entire-
ly removed. Unlike the fjord of the Mittel-
mosel, the Saar is more open country, and 
vineyards mix with forests and pasture. It 
is deliciously relaxing, quiet and verdent 
and birdy. 
 In massage they talk about the cleans-
ing breath, the exhale that sends the ten-
sion away. Coming to the Saar is like tak-
ing cleansing breaths, one after another. 
 And so when I taste the wines, some-
thing in them speaks of this place where 
they grow, both its serenity and its drama. 
It can’t be helped, or at least I can’t help it. 
At the same time, though, I am evaluating 
each of them as wine qua wine. However 
much I may love it because it speaks to 
my soul, the wine has to work by itself, has 
to have something convincing to say to 
you in your shop or restaurant, and to me 
when I taste it months later in the throb 
and crash of a trade tasting. 
 It’s the only way I know how to re-
spond—how to be alive—by combining 
a strict professional appraisal with what-
ever arises spontaneously from within, 
impulses or impressions or dreams or 
just emotion. I can’t transfer that to you, 
but we’re both human beings and I want 
you to know it is there. Something is there. 
These wines offer an opportunity to pass 

through a curtain. 
 I also think there are gregarious wines 
and also introspective wines, and I love 
those autonomous little beings who don’t 
look up when you enter the room. I have 
an amazingly clear rapport with wines 
like that. 
 Saar wine seems to take an essence of 
Mosel wine and concentrate it, but this 
isn’t something one can isolate as a flavor 
or flavors per se. Saar soils are a little dif-
ferent from Mosel soils, but only a little; 
there’s more so called Grauwacke here 
intermixed with the slate. Almost every 
Mosel wine has an herbal profile and a 
citric profile, and it is these two things 
that are seemingly intensified in Saar 
wines. They are also rather more earthy 
than Mosel wines. They convey an even 
more palpable solidity. When they show 
the expected apple-y fruit they prompt 
you to imagine the apples were smaller 
and more dense, or had been picked later, 
when the fruit-sugars were concentrated 
by a light frost. Indeed one could say Saar 
wines taste like Mosel wines from grapes 
that slightly froze, not deep enough for 
Eiswein, but just enough for a tangy little 
jab of concentration. They are also shad-
ier than Mosel wines, with more silvery 
flavors. Not bad for a guy who basically 
has no idea what he’s talking about!

SAAR
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 Sitta Piedmont has arrived as a newly 
minted graduate from the viti-versity in 
Geisenheim. We peppered her with ques-
tions, partly because she speaks such easy 
English, and partly because, you know…
we talked to Dad last year. I’d like to get 
to know her better, in part because it’s an 
uncommon choice for a young woman to 
make—uncommon, but very much wel-
comed—and I’m curious to understand 
the allure of steep vineyards and the huge 
effort to replant them. The estate had 
lapsed back from 6 to 3 hectares, but the 
current plan is to grow it to 10. We have 
a privileged view, as we watch Ms. Pied-
mont rise.
 I liked the wines. The young wines 
were smokin’! The back-vintages were 
either precisely what they ought to have 
been, or better than they ought to have 
been. A visit to the estate confirmed the 
impressions. These are Saar classics for 
super-reasonable prices, and yet they are 
slim but not thin, polished but not turned 
out, graceful but not bland. They are never 
very sweet. And they aren’t quite like any-
thing else we are offered from the Saar.

REGION/SUB REGION

Mosel / Saar

VINEYARD AREA

4.5 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

30-40,000 bottles

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Filzener Pulchen 
(grey weathered Devonian slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling

PIEDMONT
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2018 Filzen Riesling Kabinett  
12/750ml | DE-PDM-31-18

This is essentially Feinherb and is beautifully sedate and timeless, the ticking of an old clock in a silent room; a mouthful of the 
quiet corners of a Spring afternoon. About as easy a companion as a wine can ever be.

2018 Filzener Pulchen Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-PDM-33-18

This isn’t sweeter but it’s far more rich in mineral and in the underpinning of firm rocks. Classy, long and fine.

2016 Filzener Pulchen Riesling Kabinett +  + 
12/750ml | DE-PDM-33-16

Welcome to my brain-cramp. I registered tasting this truly superb wine and, assuming I’d already offered it, simply wrote to  
“re-offer” it without writing a note. It was exceptional and drinking like a dream, and apparently it’s a first offering.

2018 Filzener Pulchen Riesling Spätlese ( + ) 
12/750ml | DE-PDM-40-18

Potentially excellent; complicated fruit but also ripe maize and grain. On the dry side.
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 Plunien, for those who don’t know the 
back-story, had a couple executive jobs in 
a couple very-well-known big wineries, 
the last of which he left when he could 
no longer tolerate their shoddiness and 
dishonesty. At that point he and his fam-
ily realized he wouldn’t be happy unless 
he could do his own thing. It began with 
some vineyards in Wiltingen (including 
the excellent Braunfels) and has since 
grown to encompass sites in the Ayler 
Kupp. These are not (in Johannes Sel-
bach’s words) “cookie-cutter wines;” they 
are loaded with character and are deter-
minedly individual. The estate is named 
“Vols” after a cadaster parcel in Braunfels. 
 These days Plunien is obtaining new 
parcels hither and yon, and some of them 
are planted with truly strange grape vari-
eties, so that Vols is offering a Cabernet 
Sauvignon from the Saar; thus the sum 
of incoherence in the world is increased 
by one. He’s also made a rosé and seems 
in general to be playfully enjoying the de-
tours he’s taking. But I came in search of 
classic Saar Rieslings and shall maintain 
my purist’s vision.
 2018 represents not a return to “qual-
ity” but rather a return to “form.” These 
are precisely the Saar wines I fell in love 
with, and it’s lovely to have them back. 
We can undervalue Plunien’s wines as 
they are obdurate sponti stinkers until 
they reach about three years old (or if 
you can swirl them for about 6 minutes) 
but again, I can’t bring myself to choke 
out the words “Can you pretty please fash-
ion these wines for me so that they won’t 
show any inconvenient elements when I 
need to be selling them?”

REGION / SUB REGION

Saar / Ayl

VINEYARD AREA

7 hectares

ANNUAL PRODUCTION

4,000 cases

TOP SITES AND SOIL TYPES

Ayler Kupp 
(weathered slate) 
Ayler Schonfels 
(weathered slate) 
Wiltinger Kupp 
(weathered slate) 
Wiltinger Braunfels 
(weathered slate) 
Wiltinger Schlangengraben 
(weathered slate)

GRAPE VARIETIES

Riesling

FARMING PRACTICES

Practicing organic viticulture

VOLS
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2018 Ayler Kupp Riesling Kabinett +
12/750ml | DE-VLS-30-18

This is just wonderful in every way, all that a Saar wine can be; it’s like a suave and prettier version of his 2011s; mineral, fibrous, 
pink-lady apples and the crunch of the skin. Archetypal.

2018 Ayler Kupp ‘Stirn’ Riesling Kabinett 
12/750ml | DE-VLS-33-18

This cadaster parcel gives a more serious wine with more red-soil sassafras and hyssop; it’s like a good Merkelbach Kabinett.

2018 Wiltinger Kupp Riesling Kabinett  
12/750ml | DE-VLS-31-18

Fruitier and saltier now, with (even) greater length, perhaps a tic sweeter and certainly more charming.

2018 Wiltinger Braunfels Riesling ‘Vols 1’ + 
12/750ml | DE-VLS-40-18

This is really like a Hexamer wine; pure mirabelles, with an elegant sideways florality; ultra-refined and gracious. The label doesn’t 
say, but it tastes like a Spätlese.

2018 Ayler Kupp Riesling Spätlese  
12/750ml | DE-VLS-42-18

This is an unusually “fruity” wine for this grower, but the slate and apple have to be down there somewhere.


