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WINE FEATURE

Higher, fresher, cooler. The mountainous winemaking region 
of Styria is home to Austria’s most refreshing ambrosias

WINES WITH 
ALTITUDE 

The rolling hills of Styria
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Most destination marketing descriptions should be taken with 
a pinch of salt. Styria’s claim as ‘Austria’s Tuscany’, however, is 
right on the money. And perhaps, one may argue, it resembles 
old Tuscany, when mass tourism had yet to invade its lands. In 
Styria (Steiermark), you have bucolic rolling hills without the 
tourist hordes searching for their Frances Mayes storyline, and 
tavern menus without abbreviated English translations. Apart 
from outdoor sports and hot springs, wine is largely why locals 
come to this southern part of Austria, where Slovenia lies just 
across the border. 

 You can spot Slovenian territory from the top of the 
Lubekogel, a 570-metre high mountain in South Styria’s Glanz 
area. The towering site is home to Weingut Tschermonegg, a 
winery that also doubles up as a buschenschank or local tavern, 
a side-line business typical of many family-owned wineries in 
Styria. The quintessential Austrian cold cuts platter is a perfect 
foil for the region’s white wines, which dominate the Styrian 
wine scene. 

 The region’s hills and cool climate offer the kind of 
conditions that most white grapes lap up. The diurnal 
temperature range in summer is 14 to 35 degrees Celsius, 
encouraging the fruit to develop ripeness and acidity. When 
discussing their vino, Styrian winemakers often speak of 
‘freshness’ and ‘leanness’, a jargon that belies the diversity of 
Styrian wines. The region may be rather small in size—just 
4,200 hectares under vine, compared with 27,100 hectares in 
Niederösterreich up north—but its three sub-regions of South 
Styria, West Styria and Vulkanland are characterised by varied 
soils and micro-climates, each lending their own styles and 
terroir to the wines. 
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COOL CLIMATE GEMS
In West Styria, Schilcher, a rosé, is king: 
80 per cent of the sub-region’s 500 
hectares of vineyards belong to Blauer 
Wildbacher, the autochthonous red grape 
that makes Schilcher. Like most rosé 
quaffs, this isn’t a wine you’ll want to 
keep in your cellar. Winemaker Thomas 
Strohmaier of Weingut Strohmaier tells 
me that I should drink it within two 
years. Despite Schilcher’s laidback, easy-
drinking image, the locals are fiercely 
proud of this crisp, pink potion and see it 
as an iconic Styrian wine.   

 On the other hand, Grüner 
Veltliner, the darling of Austrian white 
quaffs, is absent in Styria—it thrives 
better in loess soils, which are found 
in the regions of Burgenland and 
Niederösterreich. Instead, Sauvignon 
Blanc, with its late budding character 
that thrives in cool climates, reigns in 
Styria. The grapes work well in schist 
and limestone soils, like those in South 
Styria, producing wines with a fresh, 
minerally quality. 

 Willi Klinger, director of the 
Austrian Wine Marketing Board, believes 
he found a general profile for Styrian 
Sauvignon Blancs after a blind tasting 
session conducted at a Sauvignon Blanc 
congress in Austria nine years ago. 
“Our Sauvignon Blancs have more fruit 
character than those from Loire, and 
more minerality and structure than those 
from Marlborough. But ours have less 
tropical fruit aromas than Marlborough’s. 
Instead, there’s a more pronounced stone 
fruit style,” he says. 

 Yet Sauvignon Blanc can taste one-
dimensional when the grapes are not 
fully ripe, notes Gerhard Wohlmuth of 
Weingut Wohlmuth, a winery in South 
Styria’s village of Kitzeck im Sausal. “If 
the fruit doesn’t get a long vegetation 
period, it tends to give a lot of grassy 
flavours. That’s why we pick late when 
it’s very ripe. We want it to have complex 
aromas and a good acidity structure,” he 
says. “Here in Sausal, we can harvest very 
late because our vineyards sit between 
400m and 650m above sea level—an 
average of 100m higher than others in 
South Styria.”

 Sausal is quite a sight. The vineyards 
sit on steep, vertiginous slopes. To allow 
the passage of small tractors, some plots 
are terraced, creating a scene of green 
amphitheatres that bend around hills 
and plunge down into the valley. Because 
of the high altitude, the morning fog 
that shrouds the valley doesn’t reach the 
hills of Sausal, sparing the grapes from 
botrytis.

 “On very steep slopes, we have to 
work by hand, so production costs are 
high,” says winemaker Bernhard Schauer 
of Sausal-based Weingut Schauer. “Thus 
it doesn’t make sense to make cheap, 
easy-drinking wines that are bottled 
early.” Weingut Schauer’s vines were 
planted 30 years ago by Bernhard’s 
father, Karl. Today, Bernhard runs the 
winery with his brother Stefan. Like 
his neighbour Wohlmuth, Bernhard 
wants to promote the excellent potential 
of Sausal’s cool climate Riesling, 
a variety that is better known in 
Niederösterreich’s Wachau sub-region. 
It is easy to see why they are bullish 
about their Rieslings: the ambrosias 
boast razor-like acidity—a cool climate 
trademark—and delicious notes of fig 
and citrus fruit. Bernhard’s Riesling 2015 
from his Ried Gaisriegl vineyard (‘Ried’ 
denotes a single vineyard) is noteworthy 
for its elegant character of light apple 
and honey notes. 

 Pinot Blanc (Weissburgunder), 
usually blended as a cuvée, is another 
wine that remains under the radar 
outside of Styria. “Less than 10 per 
cent of vineyards in Styria are planted 
with Pinot Blanc,” says Rene Kollegger, 
sommelier of Restaurant T.O.M.R in 
Sausal. “It remains a regional wine, 
usually made by small, traditional 
wineries. It’s a pity as it has quite a lot of 
potential.” 

 A standout Pinot Blanc from South 
Styria is the Sand and Kalk (Limestone) 
2015 from Herrenhof Lamprecht in 
Markt Hartmannsdorf. Winemaker 
Gottfried Lamprecht opts for a shorter 
maceration to retain more freshness, 
and a little addition of Pinot Gris and 
Chardonnay—15 per cent—to give the 
quaff a tropical whiff. 

Left Sauvignon 
Blanc grapes 

Opposite page, 
clockwise from 
top Weingut 
Tschermonegg’s 
vines are netted 
to protect grapes 
from deers and 
bird; Winemaker 
Gottfried Lamprecht; 
Winemakers Gerhard 
Wohlmuth (left) and 
Bernhard Schauer

PHOTO: A
USTRIAN W

IN
E M

ARKETIN
G BOARD 

w w w . w i n e a n d d i n e . c o m . s g



083

PH
O

TO
: L

IN
 W

EI
W

EN
 

PH
O

TO
: L

IN
 W

EI
W

EN
 PH

O
TO

: B
ER

N
H

AR
D

 B
ER

G
M

AN
N

 

w w w . w i n e a n d d i n e . c o m . s g



084

Where to stay 
in Styria
Hotel Daniel Graz
Most visitors to Styria first arrive in 
Graz, the region’s capital. Check into 
this boutique hotel for a good rest 
before your wine adventure.
hoteldaniel.com/en/graz 

Loisium Wine & Spa Resort 
Südsteiermark
Located next to vineyards, this south 
Styrian resort offers spa therapies, 
bicycle rental and wine seminars. 
loisium.com/en/southern-styria/
news-resort 

Genusshotel Riegersburg
This terraced hotel in Vulkanland is 
beautifully constructed and integrated 
into a hillside. Many rooms overlook 
the striking Riegersburg Castle.
genusshotel-riegersburg.at 
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Lamprecht is also a natural 
winemaker. His natural wine manifesto 
includes rules like avoiding sulphur 
usage, and using only grapes from his 
seven-hectare Buchertberg vineyard. 
Interestingly, he plants more than 100 
varieties in Buchertberg, creating what 
he calls a field blend. His bottle of 
Buchertberg White wine, for example, 
comprises more than 60 grape varieties 
like Pinot Blanc, Pinot Gris, Chardonnay 
and Furmint and other obscure fruit 
like Adelfränkisch, Elbling and Orléans. 
This sounds radical but Lamprecht says 
field blends were once part of Styrian 
viticulture, and he is presently the only 
one bringing this tradition back. 

“With a field blend, you will always 
have yield, even in bad years or vintages,” 
he explains. “Unlike a cuvée production, 
in which you choose the barrels in the 
cellar and mix them together, a field 
blend starts in the [same] vineyard: the 
grapes are harvested together. Each 
variety brings its own taste of the soil 
and climate, interacting with each other 
to form a true terroir.   

“Like in other parts of the world, 
the natural wine scene is growing in 
Styria,” adds Lamprecht. “There are many 
additives that are used in wines, and 
the average consumer may not be aware 
of that. It’s important we avoid such 
substances. Wine should be pure. After 
all, in ancient times, when clean water 
was hard to come by, wine was what 
everyone drank.”

VOLCANIC WINES 
Vulkanland, a sub-region in southeastern 
Styia, sounds like the name of a theme 
park with fake volcanoes, but even such 
an image isn’t too far from the truth. 
The hilly landscape is shaped by extinct 
volcanoes, their slopes carpeted with 
vineyards, and their summits crowned 
with pointy churches and ancient 
castles. One of Vulkanland’s landmarks 
is the imposing Riegersburg Castle, a 
12th century castle built on a dormant 
volcano.  

 The sub-region’s volcanic soils, 
rich in nutrients and minerals, impart 
more minerally spice and roundness 
to the wines. Because of its proximity 
to Hungary, Vulkanland also receives 

some effects of the Pannonian climate—
summer can be relentlessly hot and dry. 
Grapes usually ripen a week earlier than 
those in South and West Styria. Thus, 
acidity is less pronounced but alcohol 
content gets a little boost. Josef Scharl, 
owner of Weinhof Buschenschank Scharl 
(another one of those charming winery-
taverns you’d find in these lands) says 
Vulkanland’s average rainfall is 900ml 
per year, while Kitzeck im Sausal’s is 
about 1,200ml per year. Scharl’s Auron 
Sauvignon Blanc 2015 packs peachier 
accents and a rounder body than its 
South Styrian counterparts. 

 The warmer conditions mean red 
grapes like Zweigelt and Merlot show 
up here, although they are still vastly 
outnumbered by white varieties. But 
therein lies Vulkanland’s ace in the 
hole—the overlooked reds can truly 
impress. The Rochus 2011 from Weingut 
Thaller, for example, is a Merlot-
Cabernet Sauvignon-Zweigelt-Pinot 
Noir blend, with a dark, sensuous whirl 
of coffee, bark and minty notes. It is 
reminiscent of a sunny Tuscan IGT 
blend. If you sip it and just gaze out over 
the undulating hills and cypress trees, 
you may think you are somewhere in 
Toscana.   

Opposite page 
Vulkanland’s 
Riegersburg Castle 

Top Winemaker 
Josef Scharl, in front 
of his buschenschank
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