Slovenia, September 2001

By Greg Varley


It would be hard to miss the display prominently set across from checkout, but many of you may be unfamiliar with Slovenia as a wine-producing region.


Located to the east of the Adriatic, and just over an hours drive from Venice, Slovenia boasts of much of the oldest and most sophisticated winemaking in Europe. Wine making traditions stretch back to the Romans, and the virtually every vista of the country offers vineyards and winemakers. 


Slovenia, formerly a part of the Yugoslav Republic, gained its independence in the collapse of the Soviet system in 1990, and quickly asserted itself as one of the most dynamic democracies and economies in Eastern Europe. Long noted for its production of excellent glass and handicrafts, the Slovenes also take enormous pride in their agricultural efforts. Fruits and vegetables abound, and the emphasis on dairy products (particularly cheese and ice cream) is evident wherever you should travel in Slovenia.


Slightly smaller than New Jersey in physical size, and with a population of approximately 2.5 million, the Slovenian economic potential has given the nation an opportunity to join The European Union within the next year. In large part the success of Slovenia in moving to join the greater European community faster than many others is its strong sense of nationalism and commitment to a tradition of excellent education, positive diplomacy, and a strong sense of Slovenia’s traditions and history. Wine plays a critical role in both.


Slovenia has the third highest wine consumption per person in Europe (over 46 liters per person, as compared to slightly over 6 liters per person in the United States). Slovenian winemakers believe that wine is an integrate part of the meal, and that wines should be produced with specific foods already designated as the best match. They do not operate under the traditional, if misguided, belief that white wines go with fish and white meats and reds with more marbled and roasted meats. They produce reds and whites with textures and flavor packages that allow the best qualities of both the food and the wine to show. Not surprisingly, many Slovenians have become involved with the Slo Foods movement. 


From a winemaking perspective, the climatic controls offered by the mountains to the north and the Adriatic Sea to the west, and the terroir dominated by deep values and rocky soils left by retreating glaciers, provides an opportunity to find virtually every grape variety produced in some corner of the nation. However, Slovenian winemakers are very conscious of the connection between place and grape. They do not plant where the grape does not belong. Slovenian winemakers are not driven by what is hot on the market (see California and Merlot), and they are determined to maintain production of grapes indigenous to the country.


Look for Zelen, Malvazia, and Refosk, amongst the new varietals that will soon appear on Sterling shelves. These are rich and flavorful wines with enough structure, even among the white wines, to justify cellaring. Look for how often the term Suho appears on the front label of Slovenian wines, and you will come to realize their emphasis on wines designed for the entrée portion of the meal. However, don’t take this as evidence of a lack of a sweet tooth amongst these winemakers. Slovenians take their dessert seriously, and as with the rest of the meal they have produced wines to compliment virtually any sweet ending to a meal. 


Most Slovenian winemakers are small, often family run, producers. Many of them are university trained, and many, most notably in the case of Tilia, have had internships, and additional education at many of the worlds finest and most recognized wineries. The Slovenian government has established national controls over designation of appellations, and has provided growers and winemakers with the information and support necessary to allow Slovenian wines to find a place in the world market. 


Wineries that had been state run prior to 1990 continue to operate, but within the free market system that was quickly and firmly established in the last decade. Wineries such as Vinakoper and Vipava, formerly state managed facilities, dispel the poor image of Eastern European producers. 


New producers, new regions to learn, new grape types to taste. Slovenia offers an exciting opportunity for the wine consumer. With value laden products designed to enhance your meal, this beautiful country, highlighted recently in the New York Times Travel Section, and its wines should make a welcome addition to your cellar.

