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Tasting Tokaji‘s Terroir 

 

Feeling very suprised and 
honoured, I was awarded the 
first Royal Tokaji Mad 
Scholarship. The name Royal 
Tokaji Mad Scholarship 
actually originates from the 
village of Mád, where the 
winery as well many of the 
region's best single vineyards 
are located. From September 
13-15, I was invited to 
discover the region, which lies 
approx. 240km north-east of 
Budapest and is named after its historic commercial center, the village of Tokaj (at 
the foothills of the eponymous mountain). Tokaji is situated in the Zemplen 
mountains, which shelter the vineyards from adverse winds and provide viticulturally 
perfect slopes facing south-east, south and (to a lesser extent) south-west. The rivers 
Bodrog (deep, narrow, cold) and Tisza (shallow, wide, warm) along with numerous 
creeks, ponds and tarns regularly generate morning fogs, offering perfect conditions 
for botrytis cinerea (a fungus) to develop and nourish on the grapes' skins. This 
natural mesoclimate has brought about one of the most outstanding dessert wine 
styles the world has ever known. 

There are many other interesting factors contributing to the unique style of Tokaji 
wines. The main grape varieties of Furmint, Harslevelü, Muscat de Lunel are as 
essential as key words like botrytis / aszú, puttonyos and oak ageing. But in this 
article, I will talk about Tokaji terroir.  

By the end of the 18th century, Tokaji wines were highly acclaimed all over Europe, 
being regularly served at the French and Russian courts, the preferred present of 
state by the Austro-Hungarian Empire and referred to as "the wine of kings and king 
of wines". The importance of soils and microclimates for producing the best aszú 
wines had been recognized even earlier: In order to protect their origin and establish 
an official hierarchy of perceived quality differences among the sites, the Hungarian 
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Prince Rákóczi II initiated the world's first vineyard classification in 1700. This was 
supported by the noble and consulted by the best vineyard managers of their time, 
who would comment on quality, frequency and volumes of aszú berries obtained in 
the different vineyard sites. Vineyards were classified as primae classis (first growth), 
secundae classis (second growth) and tertiae classis (third growth). 
 

 

Along with the other usual 
topographical and (meso)climatic 
suspects, Tokaji’s soil produces wines 
of distinction. The substratum is of 
volcanic origin, usually covered with a 
topsoil of clay and/or loess. There are 
immense local differences, however, 
even within a single plot! The nature 
and chronological history of the 
volcanic soil as well as the nature and 
depth of the topsoil (along with the 
microclimate) generate grape 
material, which may give a hint or a clear expression of terroir.  

 

 

However, during the Soviet regime, quantity became more important than quality, so 
top vineyards on steep slopes were more and more abandoned and replaced by 
lesser sites on easier attendable plains, with a low density and rows planted wide 
enough from each other to make the vineyards accessible for heavy Soviet tractors. 
So when Hugh Johnson and some other investors started to re-vitalize the region as 
from 1989, a lot of reconstruction of prime sites was needed. From the very 
beginning, single vineyards wines were in the center of attention for the Royal Tokaji 
Wine Company. And whoever thought it was difficult to pronounce French names like 
Gevrey-Chambertin or Puligny-Montrachet, is now challenged again... But those 
Hungarian names are really worth to remember, and the following are of Royal 
Tokaji’s particular pride. 
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Birsalmás  is Hungarian for „quince“ and nomen est omen for this small secundae 
classis vineyard in Western Mád. From 0.5 ha south-east facing gentle slopes, Royal 
Tokaji produces an average of 1,800 bottles of 5 puttonyos aszú wines per vintage, 
which are regularly reminiscent of quince and mint aromas (along with honey, apricot 
and honeydew melon so typical for the Tokaji aszú wine style).  

 

Betsek  is named after an old Magyar family, which used to be prominent in the 
Tokaji region. It is also situated in 
Mád, but on a hill to the south-east 
of the village. The Royal Tokaji Wine 
Company currently owns 16 ha of 
this first growth vineyard, which 
generates 6 puttonyos aszú wines 
with a particularly high acidity 
(perceived as particularly refreshing 
in the luscious aszú wines). The soil 
is black volcanic (called nyirok)* and 
also creates characteristic pungent 

spiciness (black pepper) and peppermint aromas in the wines. 

 

Nyúlászó  may not be easy to pronounce (try Nee-you-la-sho), but the wines are 
definitely worth the pain „to catch hares“ (that’s what Nyúlászó actually means). 
Close to Betsek (which, as you will 
remember, has black volcanic soil), the soil 
here is red volcanic with some loess 
pockets. The red colour hints at a former 
source of magma streams in its immediate 
proximity, in order that it was still burning 
hot when sedimenting and its iron content 
slowly combining with the air’s oxygen 
whilst cooling down. This chemical reaction 
results in a high content of iron minerals 
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with the distintive red colour. (* Black volcanic soil indicates that the lava was blown 
up high into the air and flew a long way, cooling down in a mix with ashes until 
landing and settling, without any chance for the lava’s iron to combine with O2). 
Nyúlászó produces very elegant, mineral-driven, perfumed and highly complex 6 
puttonyos aszú wines, which render it one of the most sought-after first growth 
vineyards of Tokaji. 

 

Another 6 puttonyos aszú wine is made 
from 12 ha Szt. Tamás , a classified 1st 
growth situated right next to Nyúlászó. 
The apricot notes typical for Tokaji 
wines are of pronounced intensity in 
wines from this site, and there are 
usually smoky tobacco and mineral 
notes to be found as well.  

 

Royal Tokaji fans can prepare for a new site to 
be spoken of in a few years time: Having been 
abandoned during communist regime, it was 
MD István Turoczi who initiated the re-planting 
of classified first growth Úrágya  (= God’s Bed). 
The name was awarded for its appearance, a 
small clearance in the middle of the forest on 
top of a hill next to Mád village, close to the 
clouds, and best seen from Szt. Tamás 
vineyard opposite of it. After the first harvest in 

2009, the wine of this adorable site is currently well hidden in Royal Tokaji’s deep 
cellars, maturing for a few more years to come, but the barrel sample showing 
promise to develop into one of the best Dry Furmints ever. Along with one of the 
rarest ones, I am afraid, as the site is really tiny. 
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Last but not least, Mézes Mály  
(literally: „honeycomb“), a south-
facing first growth site in the 
commune of Tarcal, reliably gives 
very concentrated 6 puttonyos aszú 
wines with a perfect balance between 
residual sugar and acidity. Because of 
their very classic style, the wines from 
this site are also used as basis for the 
5 and 6 puttonyos blended house 
styles (Blue and Gold Labels). The 
vineyard’s total of 19 ha are jointly 
owned by Hugh Johnson and the Royal Tokaji Wine Company. 

 

 

Many promising slopes in the region are still fallow, awaiting investment, replanting 
and their wines finding a way back into the market and kings‘ glasses. 

 

More information about my trip to Tokaji are available in my blog under 
www.winecharms.de. 

 

Cheers, 

 


