A Taste of the Exotic:
 The Appeal of South African Wines
By Kelly Magyarics

With an improved global reputation since its abolishment of the apartheid system in 1994, South Africa has been steadily emerging as a world-class wine country. A rich and turbulent history, breathtaking geography, ideal climate for growing grapes, and use of both local and international varietals, have all contributed to South Africa’s ranking as eighth in the world in wine production. Pennsylvania wine drinkers are taking notice, and producers such as Lost Horizons, KWV and Indaba are popping up on wine store shelves throughout the state. “We’re at the beginning of the curve,” says Lenore Picariello, co-owner of Mother’s Wine Bar & Restaurant in New Hope. “As [our] Chef Cindy [Coll] pointed out, South African wines are much like where South American wines were a few years ago.” Bob Flood, wine director of Eleven Restaurant in Pittsburgh, agrees, saying, “As wine farms refine their technique and continue to improve their product and increase production, [South African] wines will gain popularity.” Combining Old World winemaking skills and restraint with New World technology and a  “fruit-forward” style, South Africa’s wines have an appeal that is traditional yet modern, and exotic yet approachable.

Geography Lesson

South Africa’s wine regions sprang up over 350 years ago along the southern coast, accessible to the sea for trade purposes. Outside Cape Town lays Constantia, home to some of the country’s most prestigious wineries. The sea is a major influence here, where the cooling breezes allow grapes like sauvignon blanc to express their varietal characteristics. A bit farther inland is Stellenbosch, the heart of South Africa’s wine-producing area, and the origin of many of the bottles on your local wine store shelf. Here the climate is warmer, and Bordeaux varieties, as well as the country’s signature red grape, pinotage, are grown. East of Stellenbosch is Walker Bay, home to some of the best chardonnays and pinot noirs. Finally, “Western Cape” is a catch-all term that allows winemakers to blend grapes from any of the vineyards in the Cape region. (This is similar to Australia’s use of the term “Southeastern Australia” on its wine labels.)

Whites

South Africa has traditionally been known for its white wines, which still account for more than half of the wine produced. The most widely planted white grape is chenin blanc, where locally it’s known as steen, and you may see either name on the wine label. Chenin blancs found on Pennsylvania store shelves tend to be on the drier side, with aromas and flavors of crisp apples, along with good acidity and light-to-medium body. Flood likes to pair South African whites like chenin blanc with light seafood dishes and artisanal cheeses. “The lightness of these wines don’t overpower the food they are presented with,” he says.

Another popular white varietal in South Africa is sauvignon blanc, which is made in two general styles. The first can be described as racy, crisp, vibrant and herbaceous, similar to those made in New Zealand or in France’s Loire Valley. Fermented in stainless steel, these wines exhibit notes of lime, grapefruit, herbs and grass, and pair perfectly with goat cheese, salads, chicken, seafood, and tomato-based dishes. The other style of sauvignon blanc uses oak, resulting in wines that are rounder and softer, with stone and tropical fruit notes. Similar to California’s fumé blancs, these appeal to wine drinkers in search of easy drinking whites.

The country has also had success with chardonnay, especially in the cooler, coastal sites. Winemakers use techniques found in Burgundy, such as aging in small oak barriques, and stirring of the lees (the dead yeast cells that fall to the bottom of the barrel during fermentation,) to add complexity. Picariello features the 2004 Glen Carlou Chardonnay ($13.99 at Wine and Spirits shops) on the restaurant’s wine list, and includes it in a wine flight contrasting chardonnays from California, France and South Africa. “We like to introduce people to wines they don’t typically come across…when it comes to wine, few people think South Africa.” South African chardonnay often combines restrained use of oak with plenty of bright fruit flavor, resulting in an Old World/New World synergy that works—with food, or on its own. Flood is adding the Carlou Chardonnay to Eleven’s wine list. “It’s a nice complex wine with subtle oak [that can] stand up with anything.”

Reds

Although white wines still dominate production in South Africa, world demand and improved winemaking techniques have led to a steady increase in the planting of red grapes, both international varietals such as merlot, cabernet sauvignon and syrah/shiraz, as well as a red grape unique to South Africa: pinotage. A cross between pinot noir and the Bordeaux varietal cinsaut (spelled here without an “l”,) this grape is capable of producing red wines with an amazing spectrum of aromas and flavors. Typically there is some red berry on the palate, along with other flavors that can run the gamut from smoked game meats to nail polish to rubber tires. Integrated into the wine, these non-traditional flavors add a fascinating, distinctive component not often found in other reds, enticing to wine drinkers looking to experiment. South Africans drink pinotage with game including buffalo and ostrich, so if you are a hunter or enjoy game meats, try it with some venison steak or a buffalo burger. Jackie Spironello, wine consultant for Wine & Spirits Store 4814 in Easton, enjoys it with barbecue (the smokiness in the wine matches that of the grilled meat), and pinotage also goes well with grilled rib eye steak or lamb chops.

Blending classic red varietals like cabernet sauvignon, merlot and syrah, with or without pinotage, is an exciting trend in South Africa. Spironello recently attended a seminar on South African wines at the Harrisburg Hilton hosted by Wines of South Africa. She enjoys the country’s red blends and is pleased that “these wines are finally being recognized.” Spironello counts a new offering in the state, 2003 Three Cape Ladies from Warwick Estates ($24.99), as one of her favorites for its full-bodied, yet easy-drinking quality. Red blends such as this one pair with red meat, game and chicken. For an authentic meal, take a cue from Mother’s, who hosted a South African wine dinner in November, and serve one of the red blends with boboties, traditional ground meat pies made with lamb or beef and spices including curry and turmeric.

South Africa offers a bottle for every style of wine drinker, and the quality and selection keep improving. If you want to impress friends at your next dinner party, or just crave something a bit different, grab a few bottles of South African wine, and sample a taste of the exotic.

Kelly Magyarics, a Bethlehem native, is a wine educator and writer in the Washington, DC area. She can be reached through her website, www.trywine.net. 

Tasting Notes

Here are some other South African wines to try:

2004 Pecan Stream Chenin Blanc Stellenbosch ($10.99): This light-bodied white has a floral nose, along with crisp apples on the palate. Try it with pasta or chicken with cream sauce, or with soft cheeses and a fruit tray.

2004 Fairview Sauvignon Blanc ($11.49): A somewhat herbaceous aroma gives way to flavors of lime zest and gooseberry, along with good acidity and a mineral finish. Pair with a mixed greens salad with goat cheese and a light vinaigrette.

2004 Robertson Winery Pinotage ($9.99): Red berries are apparent on the nose, along with flavors of blackberry, smoke and a hint of nail polish. Goes well with beef, lamb and game dishes.

2003 Kanonkop Kadette ($13.99): This blend of Pinotage, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot (in roughly equal amounts) has a smoky, berry nose, and notes of rubber tires and blackberry on the palate. Try it with smoked meats or cheeses.

2002 Bilton Merlot ($20.99): A typical jammy Merlot aroma, with sour cherries and plums on the palate, along with a tart finish. Drink with chicken or tomato-based dishes.


