Episode 81 Blaufränkisch – Austria's Spicy and Juicy Red
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Today, we're uncorking Blaufränkisch (BLOW-fren-kish), Austria's most exciting red wine—a grape that tastes like someone mixed Pinot Noir's elegance with a generous shake of black pepper and a splash of dark cherry juice.
Here's the thing: while the world obsesses over Burgundy and Barolo, Austria has been quietly perfecting this incredible variety that delivers serious complexity without the serious price tag.
If you've never experienced the spicy, juicy charm of Blaufränkisch (BLOW-fren-kish), you're about to discover why Austrian wine lovers have been keeping this secret to themselves.
What's Blaufränkisch?
Blaufränkisch (literally "blue Frankish") is Austria's flagship red grape, known for its vibrant acidity, peppery spice, and remarkable ability to express terroir. Despite its German name, this grape is actually:
· Ancient heritage: Cultivated in Austria since at least the 18th century
· Genetic mystery: Related to Gouais Blanc (parent of Chardonnay) but with an unknown second parent
· Multiple identities: Called Lemberger in Germany, Kékfrankos in Hungary
· Cool climate champion: Thrives in Austria's continental climate with hot days and cool nights
Why it matters: This isn't just another red wine—it's a grape that combines the food-friendliness of Pinot Noir with the structure of Sangiovese, all wrapped up in distinctly Austrian character.
Why Should You Care?
Flavor adventure: Blaufränkisch offers a unique taste profile that doesn't exist anywhere else—think dark berries, white pepper, and dried herbs with a mineral backbone.
Value revelation: Top-quality bottles from legendary producers often cost half of what you'd pay for comparable Burgundy.
Food pairing versatility: Its bright acidity and moderate tannins make it perfect for everything from schnitzel to spicy Asian cuisine.
Aging potential: The best examples can evolve beautifully for 10-15 years, developing savory complexity that rivals much more expensive wines.
Myth buster: Austrian wine isn't all about sweet whites. Blaufränkisch proves Austria makes some of Europe's most remarkable reds.
Where It Shines
Blaufränkisch reaches its peak in specific Austrian regions:
Burgenland: The grape's spiritual home, especially in:
· Mittelburgenland (MIT-tel-BOOR-gen-lahnd): Iron-rich soils create wines with mineral backbone and aging potential
· Neusiedlersee (NOY-zeed-ler-zay): Warmer climate produces riper, more approachable styles
Carnuntum: Rising star region producing elegant, Burgundy-style expressions
Thermenregion: Limestone soils add finesse and floral notes
Terroir tip: Iron-rich soils (especially around Lutzmannsburg) create the most age-worthy and complex examples.
Tasting Profile
Young Blaufränkisch: Bright red cherries, blackberries, white pepper, and fresh herbs like thyme and rosemary.
Aged Blaufränkisch: Develops forest floor, leather, tobacco, and exotic spices while maintaining its characteristic peppery edge.
Texture: Medium-bodied with firm but approachable tannins, vibrant acidity, and a long, spicy finish.
Alcohol: Typically, 12.5-14%, keeping it elegant and food-friendly.
Pro tip: Serve slightly cool (16-18°C / 61-64°F) to emphasize its fresh, peppery character.
Food Pairings
Blaufränkisch's spicy character and bright acidity make it incredibly versatile at the table:
Austrian classics:
· Wiener Schnitzel (the acidity cuts through the richness)
· Goulash and paprika-spiced dishes
· Grilled sausages with sauerkraut
International favorites:
· Duck breast with cherry sauce
· Mushroom risotto or wild mushroom dishes
· Grilled lamb with herbs
· Even spicy Thai or Indian curries
Cheese pairings: Alpine cheeses like Gruyère or aged Gouda
Avoid: Overly delicate fish dishes that might be overwhelmed by its spice.
Common Mistakes to Avoid
1. Serving it too warm: Heat emphasizes alcohol over the grape's elegant spice—keep it slightly cool.
2. Drinking premium bottles too young: Serious Mittelburgenland wines need 3-5 years to show their best.
3. Comparing it to Pinot Noir: While both are elegant, Blaufränkisch has its own personality—embrace the spice.
4. Ignoring the region: Burgenland produces the most complex examples, while other regions offer different styles.
Wines to Try
Entry Level:
· Weingut Heinrich Blaufränkisch: Organic pioneer with pure, spicy expression
· Kollwentz Blaufränkisch: Classic Burgenland style with good aging potential
Next Level:
· Weingut Gesellmann Blaufränkisch: From iron-rich soils, showing mineral complexity
· Moric Blaufränkisch: Natural wine approach with incredible terroir expression
Splurge-Worthy:
· Weingut Pittnauer Blaufränkisch: Old-vine intensity from top vineyards
· Weingut Gager Blaufränkisch Reserve: Benchmark wine that can age for decades
Hidden Gem: Look for Lemberger from Germany's Württemberg region—it's the same grape with a different accent.
On The Next Sip, we'll explore Aglianico (ah-lee-AH-nee-koh) —Italy's intense southern gem that's like Nebbiolo's sun-baked cousin from the volcanic slopes of Campania.
P.S. Have you tried Austrian reds yet? I'd love to hear your thoughts on Blaufränkisch—tell me your tasting notes and let me know how it compares to your favorite Pinot Noir!
