
essert wines in general don’t 
go in and out of favor as do certain 
grape varietals. rather, they tend to 
be consumed more when life slows 

down such as vacations, holidays or as the fi-
nale to leisurely meals. Yet, for whatever reason, 
dessert wines are not currently as popular as 
they have been historically. as a result, prices 
for these elixirs have not kept pace with similar 
quality dry wines. 

Having enjoyed several dessert wines over the 
recent holiday period, this seems to be a good time 
to focus on them. one category of these wines has 
already been discussed (see Port in QB, Jan/Feb 
2008).  other dessert wines are less powerful (al-
coholic) and are made differently.  For example, 
many countries produce wines made from fruit 
other than grapes. These can be curiosities or very 
enjoyable, depending upon the producer but they 
are not the subject of this article. 

while most of this review focuses on euro-
pean offerings, interesting and very good sweet 
wines are also produced in australia and Canada 
as well as the United states.  australia produces 
various examples, but the best value comes from 
r.M. Büller which offers Muscats that are consis-
tently outstanding. Most of the United states pro-
duction comes from sweeter style rieslings, e.g., 
eos tears of dew, while Canada is distinguished 
for one producer, inniskillin, which is making 
some of the world’s finest ice wines. suffice to say 

that near perfection conditions often exist near 
niagara Falls, ontario to produce this elixir.   

spain produces the great wine, sherry. it is 
made by the solera system whereby some of the 
very old sherry is blended with successively new-
er vintages adding complexity and character to 
the wine. sherry ranges from sweet to bone-dry 
(fino). Fino is used as an aperitif or with food.  Fa-
vorites are amontillado, a nutty full-bodied me-
dium to dry style, oloroso, a dry to medium dry 
and fragrant offering, and cream sherry, which is 
a dessert wine. 

 italy’s most famous dessert wines include Vin 
santo and recioto which is made from grapes that 
are dried over several months before pressing, 
various Muscats, as well as Marsala from sicily.

  germany produces a hierarchy of some of the 
greatest dessert wines. The most famous varietal is 
riesling which ages longer than any white grape 
and more than almost any red. other grapes such 
as sylvaner and scheuerbe may be used. The des-
sert wines come from the increasingly sweeter and 
rarer levels of the official classification of german 
wines, i.e. auslese, Beernauslese, trockenbeer-
nauslese, and eiswein. while ausleses can be suc-
cessfully paired with foods other than desserts, 
the others are best consumed by themselves. al-
ternatively, these wines are great when eaten with 
apricots, peaches or fruit tarts.  

The Beernauslese and trockenbeernaulsese are 
made from grapes which are left on the vine until 
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the berries are attacked by noble rot or botrytis 
cineria which causes them to become ever smaller 
due to evaporation. as a result, the remaining 
liquid becomes more concentrated. These wines 
are among the greatest treats. eiswein is made 
from grapes left on the vines until they are fro-
zen.  Picked by dawn to preserve their frozen state, 
the frozen water is separated from the grapes and 
discarded leaving acids and sugar. The resulting 
liquid is very dense, pouring like olive oil. eiswein 
is not sweeter than Beernauslese due to the higher 
acidity, but these wines must be experienced to be 
believed. 

   Hungary offers a unique dessert wine, tokay 
aszú. This wine is produced from the tokay grape 
and was the original dessert wine made in its style 
(c.1600). tokay ages very well and the quality level 
is denoted by the number of Puttonyos (degree of 
sweetness, generally 3-6, depending on the per-
centage of botrytis affected grapes, which have 
been made fermented for 4-7 years). The wars of 
the twentieth Century wreaked havoc with the 
production and quality of these wines from Hun-
gary, but great strides have been made recently. 

  This article should be considered in context 
with the aforementioned one on Port as well as the 
French Fantasies piece (nov/dec. 2008) which fo-
cused largely on sauternes, the greatest of which 
is Chateau d’Yquem. This is a good time to dis-
cover these undervalued, often world-class wines. 
a santé!  
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