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Austro Curf

FOR A BUNCH OF BIG-CITY

AESTHETES, BURGENLAND IS THEIR

OWN PRIVATE PARADISE.
MAURA EGAN STOPS AND SMELLS
THE STRUDEL.

Photographs by ELFIE SEMOTAN

Taubenkobel Clockwise from above: perch
topped with fried celery served at the restaurant;
the outdoor dining area; a room at the hotel.

BUI’ en].and Ul’lfU.I’lS like a long ribbon through

eastern Austria, nudging up against Hungary, Slovenia and Slovakia,
Here the Alps loom farther in the background; the land is somewhat
flat, a patchwork of sunflower fields, farmsteads and small, scraggy-
looking vineyards perched on hills. Until 1989, when the Iron Curtain
came down, a high chain-link fence crisscrossed the border between
Burgenland and Hungary. “No one wanted to come here,” explained
Gerhard Kracher, a third-generation vintner whose family has been
producing prestigious wines here for decades. *Tt was the end of
the world, but there was great weather and world-class sweet wines.”
A few visitors saw that the region — one of the country’s poorest —
had its charms. Elfie Semotan, a fashion and art photographer
based in Vienna and New York, recognized its potential back in 1974,
That’s when she bought a farmhouse in the village of Grieselstein
with her husband, the artist Kurt Kocherscheidt, who died in
1992. Other Vienna-based artists, like the sculptor Walter Pichler and
the painter Christian Attersee, began investing in country houses, too,
Thenight life was limited, so Semotan and her artist friends
transformed an old farmhouse about a mile from Slovenia into their

clubhouse, Klub an der Grenze (Club on the Border). They strung up
lights in the courtyard and tacked up gallery posters in the bathroom.
Kocherscheidt designed the zinc bar; Semotan’s second husband, the late
art provocateur Martin Kippenberger (he died in 1997), made the
bar-stool seats to look like Alka-Seltzer tablets; Pichler orchestrated
the spare-looking dining room, Most Saturday nights there is a group
dinner, the ingredients foraged from local farms and vineyards. Last
summer, during a sweltering July weekend (“Burgenland is called the
sauna of Austria,” Semotan volunteered), she took me shopping in
preparation for a meal at the club, and we stopped at all her favorite food
haunts, not to mention vintners.

There are hundreds of vineyards in Burgenland, from small family
plots producing garage-style wines to world-class operations like
Kracher and J. Heinrich, which features a Modernist glass-and-steel
tasting room. Semotan and her friends have tried most of the the
area’s offerings, but she is most excited by the dry, elegant reds from
Moric, made by Roland Velich in the village of Grosshéflein. The
photographer, who was a longtime collaborator of the designer Helmut
Lang, is so enthusiastic about Moric that she advised Velich on the



73 Klub an der Grenze Clockwise from top: a gathering
e at the social club; the bathroom; Elfie Semotan on
b ﬂ a stool co-designed by Martin Kippenberger.

bottles” stylishly austere labels. Velich dresses the part of the Young
Turk winemaker: slicked-back hair, faded Levi’s and Adidas sneakers.
His wines are served at restaurants in Manhattan like Café Sabarsky and
Wallsé, where the sommelier Aldo Sohm describes them as “out of
control.” But Velich isn’t interested in global domination. As he sits on
the ground and opens a bottle for us to taste, he warns abour not
growing too quickly (his output is only 40,000 to 50,000 bottles a year)
and sticking to more of a biodynamic ideology. “I want to show the
substance of the region,” he declared. “It’s the border between East and
West,” Semotan explained that the region’s appeal has partly been its
proximity to Eastern Europe: “The Viennese can be very elite,” she
said. “But here the land has changed hands so many times that people
are more flexible and open.”

Which is why she was all smiles when she introduced me to Alois
Kracher Sr., a salt-of-the-earth farmer turned vintner working in the
village of Illmitz. Every day, save for Sunday, Kracher slips into his blue
coveralls to tend to the grapevines. “Sundays are hard for him,” said
his grandson, Gerhard, who helps his father, Alois Jr., run the day-to-day

operations for Kracher wines. “My grandmother won’t let him work.”

Meusiedler Lake Shallow and reed-filled,
it straddles the border between
Hungary and Austria.

Kracher produces some of the best trockenbeerenauslese dessert wines in
Europe. The early-morning fog that rolls off the nearby shallow, reed-
filled Neusiedler Lake has fostered ideal conditions forBon‘ym cnerea,
a fungus that shrivels the grapes, concentrating their sweetness. We
sampled a flight of dessert wines, each more honeyed than the one before
it. “These would be good with cheese or chocolate,” announced
Semotan, who advised that we eat something before we imbibed any
more alcohol.

For lunch, she made a reservation at Taubenkobel restaurant, a 200-
year-old farmhouse in the village of Schiitzen, about an hour and
a half from her home. Her friends Walter and Eveline Eselbéck opened
their luxe country-style restaurant in 1984 and the hotel in 2000.
It’s where Semotan dines on special occasions. Eveline is the sommelier
(shealso acts as the earth motherto the region’s biodynamic movement),
while their daughters Barbara and Stephanie run the adjoining shop,
which sells wine and jams made from berries from the forest. (We
picked up a few jars of apricot marmalade for the road.) The whole family
pitched in to perfect the World of Interiors look of the place. The

blown-glass table lamps come from Goa, the wonky sea-green plates
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