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FROM 1,700 ACRES Carlo Huber,
above left, and Paul Darcy are
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An Honest Day’s Work From Vienna
By ERIC ASIMOV
Published: November 2, 2009

AS a child growing up in Vienna, Carlo Huber would sometimes

accompany his father, Rupert E. Huber, to wine bars and heurigen,

informal little buffets where Viennese wine estates sold their own

produce. When his father had an especially pleasing glass, Mr.

Huber recalled, he would exclaim, “Das ist ein ehrlicher wein!” —

That is an honest wine.

Mr. Huber never forgot the

sentiment, and as he grew up he came

to enjoy those delicate, graceful

Viennese wines himself. When his

work in marketing took him to New

York City in 1993, he was

disappointed to see that as Austrian wines gained

popularity in the United States, wines from Vienna were

virtually unknown.

A little more than a year ago, Mr. Huber met another

Viennese ex-pat, Paul Darcy, who works in the electrical

department of the Metropolitan Opera. Mr. Darcy, too,

grew up in Vienna in a wine-loving family and was

particularly nostalgic for Viennese wines and wine culture.

Though they had no experience in the wine business, they

teamed up and made it their mission to supply the United

States with some of Vienna’s best wines, and so created

their wine import company, Darcy and Huber Selections.

That any wine comes from Vienna seems absurd on the

face of it. Great urban centers are not known for their

vineyards, beyond a novelty acre here and there. But

Vienna is different. Around 1,700 acres of vines are

planted within the city limits. Of the great metropolises in

wine-growing countries, Vienna alone has its own

appellation.

Viennese viticulture stretches back centuries if not millenniums to early Celtic and

Roman settlements. But modern Viennese vineyards owe their existence to an

environmentally far-sighted mayor, Karl Lueger, who a century ago prohibited

development on the green hills that girdle the inner city. Through wars, depressions and

shifts in fashions and taste, Viennese farmers and winemakers have continued to toil in

their vineyards.
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Most of their production was destined for Vienna itself, and most of it, Mr. Huber and

Mr. Darcy say, was not very good — too thin, and often heavily manipulated to

compensate for poor grapes and poor winemaking. But the memories of those wines

were strong and, just as in the rest of the wine-producing world over the last 25 years, a

revolution in quality was coming to Vienna, too. In the years since Mr. Huber, 39, and

Mr. Darcy, 43, came to New York, a new generation of winemakers in Vienna has

committed itself to making wines that can represent Vienna on the world stage.

Of particular interest to the younger winemakers, and to Mr. Huber and Mr. Darcy, were

wines made of a mixed array of white grapes. Those are not blended wines, as in

Bordeaux, where different grapes are planted and vinified separately, later to be mixed

by a winemaker. Instead, these gemischter satz wines are made of grapes that are planted

and vinified together, anywhere from three or four different grapes to maybe two dozen,

as with field blends in California.

Such blends can sometimes create wines of unusual complexity. Modern winemakers,

who tend to prize uniformity in ripening, usually plant different grapes separately

because they may ripen at different rates. That way, they can all be harvested at a similar

point of ripeness. But when they are planted and harvested together, some can be

perfectly ripe, while others can be a little under- or over-ripe.

“The resulting wines are a melting pot of character, not unlike Vienna itself,” Mr. Darcy

said.

Let’s not get bogged down in the morass of bureaucratic licensing and the intricacies of

container ships and warehouse bonding that are part and parcel of importing wines.

That is the price Darcy and Huber Selections must pay for deciding to go into the

business. Suffice it to say that by virtue of hard work and the ability to withstand the

effects of repeatedly banging one’s head against a wall, Darcy and Huber Selections are

now importing small quantities of exquisite Viennese wines.

The gemischter satz wines are particularly noteworthy. Rainer Christ makes two different

versions. One is a fresh, light floral wine made of four grapes, with a peppery component

that lets you know grüner veltliner is part of the blend. The second gemischter satz is

altogether riper and richer, made from a dozen grapes from vines 60 years old or more.

Jutta Ambrositsch makes a dry, earthy gemischter satz from almost 20 different grapes.

Richard Zahel’s Nussberg gemischter satz, made from nine different grapes, is rich and

almost oily in texture, yet still with light flowery aromas. My favorite gemischter satz,

though, is the 2007 Weissleiten from Stefan Hajszan, a gorgeous wine that is both

delicate and intense. Perhaps I’m being fanciful, but drinking this wine — and feeling the

lacy lightness of its flavors — I could not help imagining myself at a Viennese café,

watching the city go by.

The gemischter satz wines may be the most unusual that Vienna has to offer, but most

Viennese producers make single varietal wines as well. I also tried a crisp and aromatic

gelber muskateller from Christ, which would make a lovely aperitif wine. Hajszan makes

a minerally grüner veltliner, while Ambrositsch produces a very floral riesling. Some

Viennese producers also make red wines, but the few I have tried seem less compelling

— good wines, but not as distinctive as the whites.

While Darcy and Huber Selections is drawing attention to Viennese wines, the producer

who many consider the most important in Vienna, Wieninger, is imported by another

company, Winebow. I haven’t found those wines in New York yet, but I am going to seek

them out.

As for the gemischter satz wines I have tasted, they can run from around $15 or $20 a

bottle up to $40 or so. They aren’t cheap, but they are indeed ehrliche wines.
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