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TRAVEL GERMANY

When the sun rises over Piesport, it
warms the vines with more than its
usual heat. So steep are the hills
along this part of the Mosel River
that the vineyards have a geometry
all their own, taking in the light
even when the sun is low in the sky
at dawn and dusk.

The river makes a wide turn as it
flows past the village, transforming
the hills into an amphitheatre with
Piesport as the stage. The
vineyards start just one or two
streets back from the town, rising
from a dress circle to the nose-
bleed seats near the top of the hill.

This is the German end of the
river, downstream from Alsace,
where the river’s name is
pronounced “Moezl” and French
wines are rarely seen. It is a world
of small villages, family guest-
houses and hikes along the ridge.

Heading to Germany to tour the
wineries is an uncommon choice.
So much is written about travelling
to big centres that quieter corners
of the world are overlooked.

“Here the wayfarer tramping
along the low-lying bank, and there
the bargeman floating by, troll
their rude jests at the loitering
vine-dressers,” wrote Roman
consul and poet Ausonius in about
370. Even then the banks were
covered with vines, as soldiers
were granted land to cultivate
grapes. When I visit, Piesport
seems no different to the “two rows
of houses hemmed in between
river and vineyard” described by
wine writer Frank Schoonmaker in
the late 1950s.

Gernot Hain makes riesling a few
minute’s walk from a Roman ruin
where grape juice once flowed into
stone vats. The cellar door and
hotel he runs with his wife,
Susanne, is typical of the area for
the way it combines a family
business with modern techniques
and an ability to export to big
markets like the United States and
Britain. While the cellar door is
right in the middle of Piesport,
Hain can point to his vineyards in
the prestigious Goldtröpfchen part
of the valley a few streets away.

Tasting rooms like the one at
Winegut Hain are dotted along the
Mosel in villages that are famous
among those who love riesling. For
the visitor, however, the joy of the
Mosel is more about the warmth of
the people and the ability to
wander through a small town and
find a tasting room.

Along the Mosel, the wineries
tend to congregate in each town.
For an outsider, the village life can
be as big an attraction as the local
produce.

Some things take a little getting
used to. German winemakers
are conscious that the taste for
riesling is changing and that the
traditional style is now considered
too sweet. Even the winemakers
groan at the restrictions of their
own classification system. In
any one year, a family winery
might produce a dozen different
rieslings with various levels of
quality and sweetness.

One wine might have only 8 per
cent alcohol and 65 grams of
residual sugar, while another
would have 12.5 per cent alcohol
and about 20 grams of sugar. A
wine with anything less than 18
grams of sugar can be officially
labelled halbtrocken, or half-dry.

So strict are the rules that many
winemakers are starting to give up
some of the old terms.

Hain produces a riesling under
the “feinherb” name that hits the
middle ground and was the clear
winner for this drinker.

(A more convincing judge, the
German wine writer Gerhard
Eichelmann, says Hain belongs to
the “top class” of the Mosel.)

Down the river from Piesport, in
the village of Kröv, live a few
winemakers who know the
contrast between the Australian
and German palates.

Jan Matthias Klein, the
force behind the Staffelter Hof
winery, won a trophy for his
Trockenbeerenauslese, a dessert
wine, at the Riesling Challenge
run by Australian winemaker
Ken Helm in Canberra.

His friend Reece Hornibrook, the

winemaker at Römer Hof in nearby
Traben-Trarbach, is an Australian
who gave up surf and flat vineyards
for the slopes of the Mosel.

“In Australia, only one particular
wine style is accepted, and that’s
normally a dry white,” Klein says.
“They concentrate their riesling on
that citrus style – very up-front,
clear and clean.”

This makes sense when
Australian conditions are so
different. What Australians
consider a “cool climate” seems
very warm to someone in
Germany. Along the Mosel, the
days are long and the conditions
are mild, which means the ripening
season is drawn out and the acidity
of the wines is lower than
elsewhere.

Finding this traditional style is
not easy in Australia, where
German rieslings are rare. (The

Hidden treasures on the riesling trail
David Crowe reluctantly surrenders some secrets as he tours scenic Piesport.

German winemakers
are conscious that
the traditional
style of riesling
is now considered
too sweet.

Piesport is the stage in this
amphitheatre of vine-covered
hills, top; Mosel River is the
lifeblood of the district.
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international corner of a Dan
Murphy’s store is one place to
start, thanks to the chain’s interest
in good German estates such as
Schloss Vollrads in the Rheingau,
Burklin-Wolff in Pfalz and
Dr Loosen on the Mosel).

Hornibrook is working hard to
get more mosel into Australia. He
has just launched a customised
wine that allows corporate buyers
to put their own labels on his
riesling then sell it to their
customers. The first Australian
sales will be at a fashion boutique
in Brisbane, Izabel+Sebastian.

Given the way the Australian
dollar has climbed against the
euro, a good German wine can be
found for under $30, making it an
affordable adventure for those who
want to try a different style. It may
take a little adjustment, but there is
nothing wrong with the sweetness
in German rieslings.

At least that is what The New
York Times wine critic Eric Asimov
concluded: “In fact, unlike many
other wines where a little
sweetness is unwelcome, well-
made German rieslings turn
sweetness into a strength. If it is
carefully balanced by other
qualities, like a lively acidity, you
end up with a high-wire balancing
act in which the tension between
sweetness and acid is refreshing
and thrilling.”

Wine fairs and village festivals
in Mosel run from July to October.
Finding a guesthouse in a village is
not too difficult but the bigger
hotels are in nearby cities such as
Trier at the western end of the
Mosel and Koblenz in the east.

Both cities are easy to get to by
train: Trier is 4½ hours from Paris,
and Koblenz is two hours from
Frankfurt. Still, the best way to
explore the area is by car.

Of course, I shouldn’t write any
of this. There were few tourists
around Piesport when I visited and
perhaps it is better that the quieter
places of Europe stay the way
they are.

Or as Ausonius wrote: “Let
things secret be kept hid.”
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