Other Old-World Wine Regions: Exploring Lesser-Known European Terroirs
Region Overview
Beyond the well-known wine powerhouses of France, Italy, and Spain, several lesser-discussed Old World countries have deep-rooted viticultural traditions. Countries such as Greece, Hungary, Austria, Portugal, Switzerland, and Lebanon have long histories of winemaking, producing distinctive wines that showcase unique terroirs and indigenous grape varieties.
These regions span diverse climates and soil types, from the volcanic landscapes of the Greek islands to the limestone-rich vineyards of Austria and the rugged mountain slopes of Switzerland. While some of these countries have had international recognition for certain wines, many of their lesser-known varietals and styles remain hidden gems for wine professionals and enthusiasts alike.
Key Grape Varieties
· Primary Red Varieties:
· Xinomavro (Greece) – A high-acid, structured red often compared to Nebbiolo.
· Kékfrankos (Hungary, Austria) – Known as Blaufränkisch in Austria, this red is spicy, medium-bodied, and vibrant.
· Touriga Nacional (Portugal) – The backbone of Port wine, also producing bold, tannic dry reds.
· Cornalin (Switzerland) – A rare, indigenous red known for dark fruit and spice.
· Obaideh (Lebanon) – An indigenous red variety thought to be related to Chardonnay.
· Primary White Varieties:
· Assyrtiko (Greece) – A high-acid, mineral-driven white thriving in volcanic soils.
· Furmint (Hungary) – The primary grape in Tokaji, producing both dry and sweet wines.
· Grüner Veltliner (Austria) – A crisp, peppery white with strong aging potential.
· Arinto (Portugal) – A high-acid, citrusy white found in Vinho Verde and beyond.
· Petite Arvine (Switzerland) – A rare, floral white grape with bright acidity.
Wine Classification Systems
Each country follows its own classification system, many of which are aligned with EU regulations:
· Greece: PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) and PGI (Protected Geographical Indication) classifications.
· Hungary: The Tokaj region has a specific PDO for its world-renowned dessert wines.
· Austria: DAC (Districtus Austriae Controllatus) system, focusing on regional typicity.
· Portugal: DOC (Denominação de Origem Controlada) system for high-quality wines.
· Switzerland: AOC (Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée) varies by canton but follows strict quality standards.
· Lebanon: No formal PDO system, but the Bekaa Valley dominates quality production.
Notable Wine Styles
· Tokaji Aszú (Hungary’s Historic Sweet Wine)
· Classification Level: PDO Tokaj.
· Composition: Primarily Furmint with Hárslevelű and Sárga Muskotály.
· Production Method: Botrytized grapes, aged in Hungarian oak.
· Aging Requirements: Minimum 3 years for Aszú styles.
· Alcohol Content: 9–12% ABV.
· Organoleptic Profile: Honey, apricot, orange peel, and spice.
· Assyrtiko (Greece’s Iconic White)
· Classification Level: PDO Santorini.
· Composition: 100% Assyrtiko.
· Production Method: Stainless steel fermentation, some aged in oak.
· Aging Requirements: Typically released young; aged versions develop richness.
· Alcohol Content: 12.5–14% ABV.
· Organoleptic Profile: Lemon zest, saline minerality, and high acidity.
· Touriga Nacional (Portugal’s Bold Red)
· Classification Level: DOC Douro.
· Composition: 100% Touriga Nacional.
· Production Method: Extended maceration and oak aging.
· Aging Requirements: 12–24 months in oak.
· Alcohol Content: 13.5–15% ABV.
· Organoleptic Profile: Black fruit, violet, and firm tannins.
Additional Context
· Recent Developments: A renewed interest in natural and organic winemaking across these regions.
· Historical Evolution: Many of these regions date back to ancient times but are now experiencing a resurgence in global markets.
· Food Pairing Notes: Tokaji Aszú pairs well with foie gras and blue cheese, while Assyrtiko is a perfect match for seafood.
· Notable Producers:
· Kir-Yianni (Greece) – A leading producer of Xinomavro.
· Royal Tokaji (Hungary) – Specializing in world-class sweet wines.
· Weingut Knoll (Austria) – Known for high-end Grüner Veltliner and Riesling.
· Niepoort (Portugal) – Famous for both Port and dry Douro wines.
· Château Musar (Lebanon) – One of the most internationally recognized Lebanese wineries.
Key Takeaways for Sommeliers
These lesser-known Old World wine regions present opportunities for sommeliers to introduce new and unique selections to their lists. From Greece’s volcanic whites to Hungary’s legendary sweet wines, these regions provide a wealth of history, indigenous varieties, and diverse terroirs.
Final Thoughts
As global appreciation for lesser-known wine regions grows, these countries are stepping into the spotlight. Their dedication to preserving tradition while embracing modern winemaking techniques makes them invaluable for wine professionals and enthusiasts alike.

