RIESLING
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Riesling is rivaled only by Chardonnay for the title of finest white wine grape of all time.  But despite the high regard of experts, this German variety has a tarnished reputation among consumers.  Since some Rieslings are not fully dry, many dismiss them as cheap and cheerful plonk.  Others assume its unusual features, like light body, high acidity and lack of oak flavor, must be flaws (which in lesser grapes they can be).  Yet no other wine offers such piercing aromatics and translates its origin into flavor with such crystalline purity.  Like a gymnast, Riesling has impressive strength without bulk, exceptional flexibility and flawless balance.
Rieslings, once more prized than Bordeaux, saw their fortunes fall in the 20th century.  German wines were shunned in war-time, and quality suffered during reconstruction.  Recovery came too late, as Americans developed a taste for red wine.  But, now Riesling is grown worldwide and is back in fashion with a vengeance, the perfect foil for the fresh, pure flavors of modern cuisine.
German Riesling
Complex labels with gothic script once kept these wines obscure.  Achieving intensity of flavor at half the alcohol of the average wine, they are unique and world-class.  Traditional German Rieslings, the finest named Kabinett and Spatlese, are silky sheer with a knife-edge acidity and a hint of sweetness.  Modern styles, designated Trocken, are stronger and fiercely dry.  Wines from the famed Mosel are light and green appley, while riper peachy styles hail from the Rheingau and the Pfalz.  
Pairings:  These wines are delightful both alone and with food.  They flatter challenging sweet-tart flavors, like salads and fruit, and can tame spicy ceviches with ease.
Alsace Riesling
Across the German border in France, Riesling is the most prized wine of the Alsace region.  These may share Germany’s tall fluted bottle shape, but the style is distinctively French.  Bone dry and food oriented, top Alsace Rieslings share the restraint, finesse and minerality of France’s other great unoaked whites, like Sancerre and Chablis.  This style can age gracefully for decades, and needs rich, salty foods to balance its austerity.  Modest versions can be more playful, hinting at the fresh fruit aromas of their German neighbors.
Pairings:  These elegant wines are bracing partners for salty foods like cheeses and cured meats, and can showcase shellfish without overwhelming their delicacy.
American Riesling
Riesling thrives in cool climates, so it excels in New York’s Finger Lakes and Washington’s Columbia Valley.  California vines need to be cooled by altitude or Pacific breezes to achieve proper flavor balance.  Most American Rieslings have perceptible sweetness, modeled on off-dry German classics, but are riper and fuller in body.  The word “Dry” is not regulated here, and sometimes mis-used, so when in doubt check the small print – the higher the alcohol, the drier the wine.
Pairings:  Few styles are as adept at balancing spicy cuisine, like Thai, Indian and Mexican, as American Riesling.  
Australian Riesling
Australian Riesling is more akin to the dry Alsace style than to the sweet-tart German.  Bold and fearless, these unoaked whites are loaded with citrusy fruit flavor and feature a steely dry finish.  Australia leads the world in wine technology, and their Riesling producers were among the first to switch from corks to screwcaps as the grape is highly susceptible to cork taint.  Their courageous decision to defy tradition to protect their customers has sparked a worldwide packaging revolution.
Pairings:  These fiercely dry wines are ideal foils for fish, especially grilled or fried and served with lemon.
©  Marnie Old and Old Wines LLC    2005

