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“See those hills on the other side of the river?” Johannes Selbach of Selbach-Oster, one of
the best-regarded wine producers in Germany’s Mosel Valley, pointed at the green slopes
facing us. “If they were lower, the winds would chill the grapes. If they were too high, it
would shade the river too much. But here, we get maybe an extra 30 to 45 minutes of
sunlight.” Like other producers in the northern wine region of Mosel-Saar-Ruwer, Selbach
knows these details intimately. Everything makes a difference to the wines in the valley.
The best land is planted only in Riesling, and in the taste equation of every Mosel

wine, ripeness is the critical variable. The steep valley walls on either side of the serpentine
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Johannes Selbach of the Weingut Selbach-Oster in Zeltingen.

Mosel River protect the vineyvards from cooling winds,
but the 7o-degree angle of the slopes also prevents
sunlight from reaching the vines. The top vinevards,
whose names are advertised with Hollywood-like signs
perched high among the vines, sit on those vertiginous
hillsides where they receive maximum direct sunshine
as well as rays reflected off the river. In that northern
latitude, even the most sun-drenched plots produce
wines with vibrant acidity and a body of ethereal light-
ness, wholly unlike the flabbier, plodding Rieslings
tound in the warmer climates of California or Austra-
lia. Mosel growers often send their harvesters into the
vineyards three times over a two-month period to pick
only optimally ripe bunches.

The stressful conditions produce grapes with a
vivid rtaste of terroir. Writers often use the word
to describe the way Mosel Rieslings
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“rransparency’

so clearly convey the subtle nuances of a vineyard’s
environment. Growers have been able to determine
the best locations for vines because grapes have been
raised on these slopes for centuries (modern vineyard
workers have unearthed Roman winemaking equip-
ment in a number of top sites). Even within the same
vineyard different parcels vary widely, and producers
commonly bottle the wines from these plots separately,
distinguishing the bottles with special capsules, adding
one or more stars to the label, or providing the local
name of that piece of vinevard. Christoffel’s 2004
Auslesex » x from the Urziger Wiirzgarten vineyard,
which is to say the Wiirzgarten vineyard near the rown
of Urzig, smells of smoke and pepper, while his 2004
Auslesex from a different plot of the same vineyard
offers aromas more of peach and evergreen. By reputa-
tion, the Schlossberg vinevard, between Zeltingen and
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