
Riesling has had a bit of a rocky ride in SA, mainly because there are two, very different, grape varieties 
with the same name. Somewhere, deep in the murky viticultural past, a relatively-obscure French grape 
called Crouchen Blanc was mistaken for the real Riesling. To try and distinguish it, the ‘proper stuff’ 
was labelled Rhine Riesling or Weisser Riesling, harking back to the classic roots of Germany, whilst the 
inferior French wine became known as Cape Riesling or sometimes Paarl Riesling since that was where 
much of it was planted. The law was changed recently and now the original, German grape is the only real 
Riesling around – as indeed it should be – so no need for added Germanic soubriquets now. 
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WHERE DOES IT COME FROM?

Originally Germany, that cold, frosty, extreme winemaking 

region in Northern Europe. Riesling likes a cold climate 

because it has beautiful perfume and aromatics and these 

develop best in grapes which take a long time to ripen. In 

SA, Riesling is planted in the coolest areas we can find – 

there’s plenty in Elgin and also lots on the foothills of the 

Paarl mountains as well. Even so, SA Rieslings are generally 

full in body than their German counterparts which often 

struggle to reach even 7 or 8% alcohol.

WHAT DOES IT TASTE LIKE?

Riesling is the darling of all wine snobs and snifferati 

around the world, mainly because it’s an incredibly 

versatile grape. Dry, young, fresh versions have flavours 

of citrus, perfume, stone fruit and flowers and when 

the wine gets older, these floral hints turn into more 

pungent versions, often described as kerosene or petrol. 

Yes, that’s right – you’re drinking a wine which tastes of 

petrol. Sounds awful doesn’t it, but actually, it’s delicious. 

When Riesling makes sweeter wines – noble rot LOVES 

Riesling!) then you get honey notes, incense and 

marmalade as well. 
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WHAT ELSE SHOULD WE KNOW?

Rieslings are some of the longest-lived wines in the world. 

The off-dry and sweet versions contain two of the four 

main preservation factors (they have sugar and acidity, 

sometimes alcohol, never tannin) and it’s this racy, high 

natural acidity in particular which makes them so exciting 

and thrilling to drink. Some of the finest dessert wines in 

the world are made from Riesling and they can easily last 

up to 100 years and sometimes longer. People can get 

intimidated by some of the longwinded German names on 

great Rieslings but if someone ever offers you the chance 

to taste a Beerenauslese or Trockenbeerenauslese – 

don’t waste time trying to pronounce it, just hold out your 

glass and say a big “Yes please!”

WHAT SHOULD WE EAT WITH IT?

Again, Riesling is a sommeliers delight, mainly because 

it’s so versatile and evolves so beautifully. Dry versions 

are fabulous with fish dishes – a great pairing is a white 

fish ceviche which picks up the limes and lemons in the 

wine to perfection. Off-dry versions tend towards spicier 

foods whilst the classic dessert wine matches are 

smooth pates and parfaits, blue cheese and – of course 

– desserts. 
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OPTIMAL SERVING 
TEMPERATURE: 

7-12˚C
* according to wine.co.za


