Mister Barrett in Tokaji 

Dateline 3rd January 2003.

Diary reads – 

4.45 – Rise

5.15 – Taxi to station

6.05 – Train departs

Black turns to white as snow lights up the landscape.

The Sun is hardly getting a leg up, as the East looks a very close thing.

Heading toward Ukraine land of hard lives.

Wild Magyars, flowing beards fearsome horsemen of the East.

Not out of my train window old European culture, more Toyota than horses.

Where am I?

On the Budapest to Tokaji early morning train. This is an energetic train, hot and fusty, the windows are filthy but the glimpses of industry, old broken down villages, and the snow painting balletic scenes make this a fascinating journey East to one of the world’s most famous wine districts a few kilometres from the Ukraine border.

My wonderful job often takes me to exotic locations, ancient and historic Mediterranean sites, the Wine Ranches of California and Argentina, the idyllic green rolling hills of a Devon vineyard but not, in the dark and cold of winter, to a place like this!

Doubly wrapped up in all things modern we finally emerge at our destination. On growling into the district known as Tokaji-Hegyalja wine region I note the countryside now seems less flat and more hilly, intersected with small rivers, woodlands with countless amounts of the hugest birds of prey I have ever seen. The hills seem to have plenty of fruit trees dotted around then suddenly there they were creeping up the slopes of the hills, ancient sleepy grape vines. Each small vineyard seemed to bend up and around the hills separated by old stone walls, gnarled old trees and weather shelters for the evident shepherds tending small flocks of black and white sheep.

Awaiting us on the platform was our smiling host Istvan Turoczi the general manager of The Royal Tokaji Wine Company. 

After greeting us he described the lie of the land, the importance of the rivers, the hills and the soils. Our next fifteen-minute journey was, for me, truly wondrous as Istvan dutifully pointed out the best vineyard sites, their relationship to the constant of the river plus the ancient and historic sites that litter the winter landscape.

We duly arrived in a town called Mad! The home of The Royal Tokaji Wine Company situated approximately 200 metres above sea level allowing us a great view of the outlying vineyards. A tour of the winery indicated plenty of investment and order as we were guided through the making of the wine known as Tokaji.

History has a great part to play in the making of Tokaji as with every great wine comes a great story and this one is no exception!

It is said that Mate Szepsi Laczko, the chaplain of the noble Rakoczi family, first made Tokaji Aszu. In 1647 as he was about to begin the vintage and make whatever he could from the then ready grapes when news came of another Turkish invasion. A call to arms meant that there was no one left to pick the grapes.

On return in November the harvesters discovered that the grapes had shrivelled on the vine. Nevertheless, Szepsi instructed the harvesters to carefully pick the grapes and place them in a vat. The ensuing brightly coloured elixir that oozed from the rotten grapes was called Eszencia. This ultra rich syrup needed refreshing so Szepsi ordered it to be blended with last year’s table wine. Tokaji Aszu was created.

Things haven’t changed much since then as the blending of the ultra-ripe grapes, now measured by a 20 kilo Puttonyos (or grape receiving hod) indicating the relative sweetness of the finished product, as well as being part of the legend on the label. In other words the more Puttonyos blended with the previous years wine; the sweeter and more concentrated the wine becomes. 

The assembled wines then goes into hibernation in a cellar for over three years when the must experiences a slow second fermentation in a 140-litre Hungarian oak barrel called a Gonci. 

Around then the wine might just be ready for bottling and further rest before it becomes available on the market.

You can see from this ancient and unique process Tokaji can’t be rushed. And like its similar French counterpart Sauternes needs plenty of time to develop into the stuff that legends are surely made from.

The Royal Tokaji Wine Company is a very succinct operation with the finest of professional people at the helm (including the world’s most read wine author, Hugh Johnson) ensuring this extraordinary golden wine will still be held in the highest esteem. 

Indeed I reckon the best quotation summing up Tokaji comes from Hugh Johnson who said, “Tokaji does for you at the end of a meal what Champagne does for you at the beginning” 

So if it’s been the favoured drink of the Czars of Russia, Louis XIV of France, Pope Benedict XIV and Queens Victoria and Elizabeth II then I guess it must be all right by me.

Local stockists

Totnes Wine Co. 01803 866357

Charles Steevenson Wines Tavistock – 01822 616272

Tokaji – The tasting.

As with all great things in life these great Tokaji’s are not always possible every year as the botrytis cinerea fungus (or noble rot) needs perfect humidity and set in the autumn months to effect the grapes. Thus all Aszu (botrytised grapes) is Tokaji but not all Tokaji wines are Aszu.

Royal Tokaji Blue Label 1996 – Aszu 5 Puttonyos – 500ml

Bright gold, flecks of green its marmalade acidity and taste, starts sweet then morphs to dry. 


Majestic; Reid Wines, Bristol - £15.95 to £19.45

Royal Tokaji 1995 – Aszu 6 Puttonyos – 500ml

Blended from several 1er Cru vineyards it sports a deeper gold, with a pronounced “burnt toffee” nuance, more spirituous, very complex.

N/A in the UK

Royal Tokaji Betsek 1er Cru 1995 – Aszu 6 Puttonyos – 500ml 

From the exclusive 89 hectare Betsek vineyard comes this powerful, dark toffee nose powerhouse. Delicious aromas of mushrooms and autumn fruit. Exotic and full. 

Berry Brothers and Rudd – London – around £34.95

Royal Tokaji Nyulaszo 1er Cru 1995 – Aszu 6 Puttonyos – 500ml

Although this wine is darker its shows a rare delicacy. Apricot fruit and racy acidity predominate.

Tanners of Shrewsbury – around £44.00

Royal Tokaji Mezes Maly Great 1er Cru 1995 – Aszu 6 Puttonyos – 500ml

Flicks of khaki in a gold mass. Gentle indeed with floral and apricot surprises.  Dry middle palate but a concentrated orange finish. Hugely intensive.

Harrods – around £84.95

Royal Tokaji Aszu Eszencia 1995 

From the very best wine of the year this single pressing Eszencia shows topaz, ginger and gold colour holding together a concentrated elixir with massive concentration. A perfect balance of apricots and searing acidity. Very youthful.

Corney and Barrow – London - £89.99

Royal Tokaji Betsek 1990 – Aszu 5 Puttonyos

The first vintage form the Royal Tokaji Wine Company – re-bottled 7 years ago to remove sediment. Delightful Russet skin colour. Fantastically nutty with a dense toffee and high spirituous finish; wonderfully viscose, rare and massive.

N/A in the UK

Food with Tokaji

Versatility is the byword. Serve cool as an apéritif on a cold day; offer with Stilton or Gorgonzola nuts and fruit; maybe as a digestif after a rich hedonistic dinner or simply on its own enabling you to sip and savour one of the world’s most exclusive wines. 

 .   

