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BEN HOWKINS has guided me round the world of port, vintage by vintage, bottle by bottle, since before he put pen to paper to write the first edition of this book over thirty years ago.


I am one of those with a few bottles in my cellar who tends to think that nothing much changes in this deeply traditional world; that change in the vineyards and lodges is as gradual as the glorious maturation taking place under the stairs. Reading Ben’s latest edition shows me how wrong one can be. Almost everything is evolving, from precisely how the grapes are grown, pressed and fermented to how and where the wines are aged and bottled. And certainly who owns and manages the famous old firms.


So many traditional wine businesses have been rationalised (or whatever dire term they use for firing people and saving money) that it is inspiring to learn how things are in the Douro. Updating has done the port we drink nothing but good. What doesn’t change is the character of this great wine – or of the stalwarts who make it.


Ben Howkins’ classic handbook Rich, Rare and Red greets the new age of port with just the guide to these changes port lovers need. We may like our port old, but we need our sources constantly refreshed.


 


Hugh Johnson
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PORT. More than a wine, it is one of Portugal’s most famous and well-loved products. It is found worldwide, and is, therefore, the most international of this country’s unofficial ambassadors.


Port’s unique characteristics result from its place of origin, the Douro, the world’s oldest demarcated and regulated wine region and of capital importance to Portugal. Its majestic river links the rugged, striking beauty of the mountain vineyards to the urban landscapes of Porto and Vila Nova de Gaia where, for centuries, Port traditionally has aged. Port is the common denominator uniting two World Heritage Sites. The Douro is increasingly a much sought-after tourist destination for discerning travellers looking to enjoy the very best of Portugal.


The mission of the IVDP (Port and Douro Wines Institute) is to certify, promote and protect Port. It represents all wines produced in the region that are eligible to bear the Douro or Port Seal of Guarantee. However, the IVDP takes its responsibilities one step further as it thinks ahead and reaches out to both existing and new consumers from all over the planet, promoting innovative ways of looking at and enjoying Port. It is in this context that the IVDP views this book with great satisfaction.


Due to Ben Howkins’ vast knowledge of the region and its wines, Rich, Rare and Red will no doubt prove to be a valuable tool in furthering consumers’ understanding of the versatility of a unique wine, providing insights that will take the reader into another dimension of enjoyment and guide them on a fascinating journey of discovery of a wine, a region, a heritage and a way of life.


 


Manuel Cabral,


President, Instituto dos Vinhos do Douro e do Porto
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PORT.A simple four letter word that somehow, over 300 years later, still manages to conjure up a sense of well-being, of style, and, at the end of dinner, of great satisfaction. Like all success stories, port’s position in the wider international wine portfolio is the result of dedicated hard work, innovation and an uncanny ability to connect with today’s consumers. Its success is ensured by a blend of the unimpeachable provenance that only old world wines can command and a desire to use state of the art technology to create wines that continue to delight our taste buds.


Port still enjoys the cultural dichotomy of being served at the grandest of dinner tables and in the most informal of bars and brasseries as an aperitif. Long may the French, the Belgians and the Dutch continue to absorb over fifty per cent of all port produced in this latter way. After all, drinking young port as an aperitif is just as virtuous as drinking a glass of Chardonnay.


Port becomes ‘grand vin’ when the winemaker selects the best blends to be at their peak in ten years (aged tawnies), ten to fifteen years (single quintas), twenty years (aged tawnies and vintage) or even longer. It is this premium category that is happily increasing, led as always by the UK and US markets. Since Rich, Rare and Red was first published over thirty years ago, the winemakers have become wiser and wine consumers choosier. Significant advances in viticultural technology in the Douro Valley have produced consistently better wines, at all quality levels, since the turn of the twenty-first century. Terroir research continues to deliver more elegant wines. Consumers are benefiting year by year. We have seen the inexorable rise of the Australian wine industry; the re-emergence of South African wines; pre-phylloxera delights from Chile; the burgeoning East European wineries; garagiste wines from Napa and Bordeaux; and France, that great provider of wines, continuing to assert itself in all its many regions.


Over this time, the port shippers can be proud of their achievements in relation to the other great fortified wines of the Iberian Peninsula. Sherry has had a torrid time, yet is climbing back through its fino and dry oloroso styles. Madeira remains a touch becalmed. Yet port sails on majestically. There always seem to be steady hands on the tiller. A few rocky seas may have to be navigated, but, in general, the consumer knows what he or she is getting.


I am privileged to have seen the port trade at first hand from the early 1960s through to the early 2010s. In the 1960s, most ports were bottled outside Portugal. These were blends chosen by wine merchants in each country and usually bottled under their own labels. The Douro was in the hinterland of wine producing best practices. Vintage ports were wondrous, but inexpensive.


In the 1970s, I was a director of Croft & Company and the trade gradually took control of its own destiny by bottling its own brands in Portugal. The US market took off. Bulldozers built terraces in the Douro rather than man.


The 1980s and 1990s saw the port shippers buying more and more quintas in the Douro to secure sources of supply and increase their asset values. The port trade steadied, more and more patamares were constructed in the Douro, the quality of grape spirit was in question and the twenty-first century was gratefully welcomed.


The 2000s and 2010s have seen gigantic leaps forward in viticultural progress in the Douro. Premium brands have consistently increased in major markets. Shippers have reinvested wisely both in the Douro and in their state of the art visitor centres in Gaia. Shippers have a more confident spring in the step to bring about necessary reforms in the Douro and to bang the port drum loudly in the market place.


 


Ben Howkins


Staverton


June 2014
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THE MARVELLOUS THING about the modern port trade is that the surnames do not change very much. True, there may be a son-in-law here and a generation change there, but there is a certain familial continuity about this 350 year-old lifestyle.


Former colleagues and rivals have long since become personal friends. Through their enduring friendship, I have become party to their hopes, their successes, their frustrations, their realities. They know when to be serious and when to play. They know they are the custodians of Portugal’s greatest wine. This human balance gives the port producers an unrivalled platform in the ever competing market place of fine wine.


Their open encouragement about Rich, Rare and Red spurred me on to update this fourth edition.


I am most grateful to Paul, Johnny, Rupert, Dominic and Charles Symington, whose genial dedication and unflagging hospitality overflow in equal parts.


The Fladgate Partnership team fronted by Alistair Robertson, Adrian Bridge, Nick Heath and David Guimarãens, has been equally generous in its help.


During my last visit, Manuel de Novaes Cabral, Joao Nicolau de Almeida, Miguel Potes, Jose Alvarez Ribeiro, Peter Cobb, Jean Hoelzer, Jorge Dias, Jim Reader, Robert Bower, Robin Reid, Dirk Niepoort, Johnny Graham, Cristiano van Zeller, Joana Pais, George Sandeman, Rosa Amador, Sophia Berqvist and Antonio Agrellos also gave me their valuable time and unstinting help.


However, the instrumental person in producing this book has been the publisher, Andrew Johnston of Quiller. I am also grateful to my editor, Camilla Mason.


My grateful thanks to them all.
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INTRODUCTION


Port fills the soul. At least it fills mine.


Robin Reid
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Port is produced in what must be one of the most inaccessible wine regions in the world: the Douro Valley in northern Portugal. No one would come across these vineyards by accident. The roads through and around them have been established during centuries of history; the countryside is wild, majestic and beautiful.





Produced in the 900-square-mile demarcated area of the Douro Valley and consumed in more than eighty countries, port is a wine which has had its fermentation arrested at the time of the vintage with grape spirit. This process produces a medium sweet fortified wine as some of the natural sugar content of the grape is retained.


The port shipper’s art lies in the blending from a myriad of farmers’ vineyards, using many different grape varieties, basking in several microclimates that vary from year to year. It is this essential and critical labour of love that cannot be imitated elsewhere.


The ‘river of gold’, as the Spanish name Duero and the Portuguese Douro signify, rises in Spain. It flows west, entering Portugal at Barca d’Alva and, twisting and turning through mountainous canyons flanked by vineyards, reaches the Atlantic Ocean at Oporto – a name that, in Portuguese, literally means ‘the port’. The desolate, lonely area where port is produced is in 250,000 hectares on either side of the River Douro. Until the 1970s, the river was the lifeline and the thoroughfare of the wine farmers – they had no other means of reaching the outside world. The barcos rabelos, which are single-sail boats that went up and down the river, had to be steered through dangerous rapids; farms could only be visited by walking or on horseback over rough country. The pipes (casks each containing about 550 litres of wine) had to be lugged down to the river by ox carts and manhandled aboard. Nothing to do with port production has ever been easy.


Possibly the most astonishing thing about this king of fortified wines is that the region where it is made is totally unlike that which most people would expect from a vineyard. Notably, there is no soil. The port vineyards thrive on schist. The visitor, who risks stumbling if he or she walks uncertainly in the vineyards, might describe this schist as broken up pieces of slate-like rock, extremely hard and varying in size from small boulders to chunks the size of the palm of one’s hand. This schistous rock is port’s secret – the reason for port being the wine it is. All wine regions have their own grape varieties, climates, even microclimates, soils and contours, but nowhere else will you find the unique combination of schist and microclimates, which makes Portuguese grapes so hardy and tough.


In former times in order to plant vines the schist had to be dynamited, but today bulldozers are used. The tap root of a mature vine descends for at least twelve feet. The mere fact that this plant is able to penetrate through the broken-up rock is itself something wonderful. Even when the vine is established, it has to fight for water throughout its life in this inhospitable area. The wine of these vines is unique – and no wonder.


The climate of the port region of the upper Douro ranges from ferocious heat in the summer – over 40°C is not unusual – to below freezing in the winter. It is hard country. The towns are scattered and villages are few and far between. The rainfall is half that of Oporto, around fifty centimetres (twenty inches) per year.


Port has two birthplaces: the upper Douro vineyards and the lodges in Vila Nova de Gaia, which is the city to the south of Oporto. This is where, by law, all shippers used to have their offices and lodges, where they mature their wines. However, most port shippers’ offices are still in Vila Nova de Gaia, even though they may be maturing their valuable stocks of port in nearby purpose-built warehouses or in the Douro. From these two locations, separated by two hours’ drive, just under one hundred shippers, producers and cooperatives sell port around the world.


Gaia is built on a hill and all roads lead to the river. Twisting cobbled streets and lanes separate the lodges, some being on the river bank, others higher, with spectacular views over the Douro and Oporto. The long, narrow lodges are at ground level, sheltered by red-tiled roofs, supported by pillars and beams that may have been put in place hundreds of years ago. For any port shipper, his friendliest rival (and, in the port trade, rivalry can indeed be friendly) or his bitterest competitor will only be at work a few hundred yards away.


Vila Nova de Gaia was originally chosen to be the entrepôt (entreposto) of the port trade because the pipes of port coming down the Douro on the graceful barcos rabelos could be easily offloaded on to the quays, taken up and down the lanes by ox cart and be shipped over the ‘bar’, the mouth of the river, to all overseas markets. Nowadays the port arrives from the Douro Valley in tanker lorries.


The climate in Gaia is rather different from that of the port vineyards. It can still be very hot in the summer, but the proximity to the Atlantic can make it very cold and wet in the winter; morning sea fogs and high humidity are commonplace. It is this atmosphere of Gaia which traditionally has been a major contributory force in port production. Here the wine matures to perfection. The humidity protracts its progress instead of too great a heat drying it up and causing serious losses due to excess evaporation. The shippers in their lodges are able to undertake the complex processes of blending in conditions that are ideal, especially for wines that are destined to be drunk in northern countries where port has always been loved.


The light, too, in Gaia is different from that further up the Douro. This is of great importance with a wine where the colour is one of its great beauties, and where hours of time and generations of experience contribute to composing the famous rubies and tawnies. All port is shipped in containers, not from Oporto, but from the purpose-built port of Leixöes, ten kilometres north of Oporto.
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PORT – AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


Any time not drinking port is a waste of time.


Percy Croft
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No wine is more inextricably linked to its country of origin than port. It is even included in the name of the country itself.





The history, as it relates to this guide, starts with Romans. They crossed the River Douro from the north in 137 BC, invading the Celtic inhabitants of Portugal, or Lusitania as it was then called. The land they saw must have been totally unsuitable for their agricultural needs and, in order to grow crops, they had to build terraces, thus laying the foundations of the vineyards that we have today. They could not do without wine and so they set about planting vines as well as cereals.


However, the Romans were not the only ones to cross the Pyrenees. During the Dark Ages of the first century several barbarian tribes came in, intent on the sun and the easy living it provided. One of these, the Swabians, who were good horsemen, journeyed into the Douro Valley and found the local wine tempting enough for them to stay. They in turn spent the next 400 years keeping at bay the Visigoths, who were trying to expand their kingdom northwards up the Iberian Peninsula. A bored faction seeking peace decided to invite the Moors from North Africa to cross the Straits of Gibraltar and, with alacrity, these captured the treasure of the Visigothic Kings and reached the Douro from the south in 716. But the Moors were essentially southern peoples. They did not appreciate ‘this ignorant country where naught is heard but the sound of tempests’ (St Fructuosus, Bishop of Braga in the seventh century) and they gradually withdrew from northern Portugal, leaving behind a few Moorish castles in Numão and Lavandeira.


This territory, the land between the rivers Minho and Douro, then called the Territora Portucalense, later the County of Portugal, became the nucleus of the Portuguese kingdom.


Every student and lover of wine wants a point from which to date the cultivation of a particular classic wine and to understand why it occurred in any one area. After the inevitable Romans, the first important date for Portuguese viticulture is 1095.


Two years before, in 1093, a young French adventurer, Count Henry of Burgundy, married Teresa, the illegitimate daughter of King Alfonso VI of Castile and León. The king threw in the then obscure County of Portugal as part of the dowry. The count, being a cousin of the powerful Duke of Burgundy, was partial to the sword and the grape. It is said that the native Galician wines were too thin for his robust taste and that he became homesick for the rich, strong wines of his home country; so he imported cuttings of the Pinot Noir grape variety from Burgundy into Portugal, hoping to produce fuller wines. The Portuguese, with diluted chauvinism, soon renamed this the Tinta Francisca. Today, the Tinta Francisca is still one of the dominant grape varieties used in the Douro Valley.


So the marriage of Portugal and wine had really begun and ironically the marriage of Henry and Teresa provided the founder of the Portuguese kingdom. Their one son, Alfonso Henriques, born in 1109, was a noisy, ambitious youth and by the time he had come of age, his father having already died, mother and son were locked in a battle for control of the country. Son defeated mother at São Mamende and, after brushing with his cousin, Alfonso continued his expansion south to take in the land from Viana do Castelo in the north to Coimbra in the south, and eastwards almost to the modern frontier between Portugal and Spain. During this time, Alfonso progressively ennobled himself from count to duke, from duke to prince and, finally, to king.


Aided and abetted by various Anglo-Norman, Flemish and German crusaders over the next half century, King Alfonso I saw his originally tiny country grow to embrace most of present-day Portugal. The new kingdom received official recognition in 1178 when Pope Alexander III confirmed Alfonso in his conquests and recognised the rights of his successors. The final conquest of the Algarve was achieved by his grandson, King Alfonso III, in 1249, when Faro capitulated. The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries heralded the beginnings of sea trading; merchant venturers from Italy and England converged on Lisbon, merchants from Genoa and Lombardy brought spices overland from the East and the English wool merchants traded cloth and corn for wine and olive oil. Six thousand casks of wine were exported annually. Such was the extent of trading with England that in 1353 the merchants of Lisbon and Oporto made their own commercial treaty with Edward III. This allowed the Portuguese to fish cod – then as now their staple dish and national pride, bacalhau – off the English coast in return for regular shipments of wine sent in small casks from Viana in the north. Thus the ‘English Connection’ was forged. This treaty was the forerunner of the Anglo–Portuguese Treaty of Windsor – a pact of perpetual friendship, which was ratified in May 1386 in the Star Chamber at Westminster. This formed the basis of England’s oldest foreign alliance and encompassed political, military, and commercial matters: the subjects of both countries were granted the right to trade in either country on the terms enjoyed by the nationals of that country; freedom of travel was guaranteed.


It was this friendly feeling between these early merchants more than 600 years ago that truly laid the foundation stone for the discovery, enjoyment, expansion and continuity of Portuguese wine, port, the port shippers and the port trade as we know it today. Many elements have intervened, some not always advantageously, during the years, but the commercial sturdiness of those bygone days exemplifies the spirit of friendly conviviality that is associated with port – that most robust, round and full of all fortified wines.


The Anglo–Portuguese link was further strengthened, and indeed ennobled, when John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster and uncle of King Richard II, managed to persuade King João I of Portugal (1385–1433) to marry his daughter Philippa. (Students of English literature will not need reminding that in the Lancaster household there was employed the son of a vintner, who certainly knew something about wine – Geoffrey Chaucer.) The match took some time to arrange, as the king seemed in no great hurry to forsake his bachelorhood but, finally, the wedding was celebrated in Oporto with due ceremony; the couple, clad in cloth of gold and wearing golden crowns, rode on white horses through the town to the cathedral. A festive wedding banquet followed in the bishop’s palace which, in turn, gave way to dancing and singing until the bride and bridegroom were allowed to go to bed alone in the royal bedchamber. They seem to have been happy and their fifth child, Prince Henry, born in 1394, was later immortalised in history books as Henry the Navigator. He, no doubt aware of the advantages of trade as a means to a very prosperous end, decided that it was about time the Portuguese set sail and explored the world, rather than always playing host to exploring venturers. He tirelessly financed and organised voyages that opened up the horizons of Africa, Brazil, India and the East Indies. The English and Portuguese courts became very close and, taking advantage of the Anglo–French wars, the wines of Portugal began to replace the increasingly scarce wines of France in the English market. But it was not yet port as we know it today that was finding its way to taverns and dining rooms up and down England; the wine from Portugal that was being exported came mainly from the Minho in the north of the country. It was usually astringent and light, was shipped through the port of Viana de Castelo and was consumed as ‘Red Portugal’ wine.


In these embryonic commercial days, the wine trade probably continued to develop along the lines of barter: cloth and cod for ‘Red Portugal’. Such was the impetus of this increasingly and mutually successful trade that English merchants gradually decided to settle and establish themselves in Viana de Castelo and Moncão. They were able to control their trade better in situ. It is a remarkable tribute to both nations that trade established 600 years ago should prove such a firm base of trust and friendship, that neither country has fought the other during this very long period. It may be a case of both countries being seafaring nations jointly facing the Atlantic; but, whatever the reason, it is a marvellous pledge of the mutual enjoyment that wine can bring.


Moving to and working in Portugal then must have been similar to establishing a company now in a producing country where you believe the prospects and potential to be worthwhile. Indeed, during the reign of Elizabeth I, in 1578, an English consul was appointed in Viana to protect English interests. The merchants, or ‘factors’ as they were then called, began to explore inland in search of better quality wines. They moved south-east into the Douro Valley proper. Here, because of the superior quality of the terrain, they found that their vines produced fuller and harder wine. They liked what they saw. They also realised that this could well be a new solid base to build up and capitalise on this successful two-way trade, as their trading cousins in England had increased the size of their fishing fleet and perfected a new art in the curing of cod, which was in great demand by the Portuguese.


All this was taking place against the background of what is referred to as the ‘captivity’ when, for sixty years following Philip II of Spain’s annexation of the Portuguese crown in 1580, Portugal was ruled as a Spanish province from Madrid. This was the era of the Armada and Drake and the Spanish Inquisition. The yearned-for independence did not occur until 1640, when Portugal re-emerged as an independent state in Europe. Although peace was signed between Spain and England in 1604, it was not until the Favoured Nation Treaty in 1654, signed between Cromwell and King John IV, that Anglo–Portuguese trade once again became officially immune from political and military ravages. John IV’s daughter, Catherine of Braganza, further strengthened the ties between the two countries when she married King Charles II of England.


Because the vines in the Douro Valley yielded better wine, the English factors began to move from Viana and establish themselves in Oporto. They could ship the wine down the River Douro, thus forsaking their old port of Viana. Together with their southern counterparts in Lisbon, these English factors formed a colony with their own consuls, judges, rules of society and religion.




The port trade was gradually evolving, through helpful outside circumstances.





The protectionist policies pursued by Louis XIV through his minister Colbert led to England imposing heavy additional duties on French wines. Then, in turn, when English cloth was forbidden to be imported into France, Charles II decided to prohibit French wines altogether from coming into England. Although claret was then the Englishman’s favourite wine, because England and France were constantly at war it was now considered an unpatriotic drink. Jacobites continued to drink it surreptitiously, as they did later as a sign of their adherence to the Stuart King ‘over the water’ after 1688, but loyal Whigs toasted the king in tankards of red port. Italian wines, previously introduced to the English palate through the Grand Tours of Europe of that era, were at this time lacking in quality and quantity, so the shortage of red wine in England gave ample scope for even more sales of red wine from Portugal.


The year 1678 saw the first officially recorded shipment of ‘Vinho do Porto’ registered in the Oporto customs. The total that year was 408 pipes; twenty-five years later, in 1693, total shipments had expanded to 13,011 pipes. Ironically, also in 1678, two younger sons were despatched from England to Portugal to learn the trade and find wines that were of the top quality for English gentlemen. They are never named, but in all books on port the story goes that, on their way to the Douro Valley, they stayed in a monastery in Lamego. The abbot, a kindly and generous host, gave the travellers his best wine, from Pinhão. The two brothers were intrigued and delighted at what they tasted. They had never experienced anything like it before. The abbot, who obviously had a sweet tooth, explained that he had added several litres of local brandy to the cask during fermentation, thus conserving the natural sugar of the grape.


The brothers so liked this rounder, smoother, sweeter wine that they decided to import this style back home. But although other producers were already adding brandy after fermentation to stabilise wine for its journey to England, it was not for another fifty years that it became the accepted practice to add brandy to arrest the fermentation. Coincidentally or not, it was just about this time that another man of God, Dom Pérignon, was changing drinking history by creating a sparkling wine which all the world knows as Champagne.


This is the right place to consider what an extraordinary resilient life cycle port – both the wine and the trade – enjoys. It is interesting to note that amongst the factors who had already settled in Oporto by 1700 were three families, whose companies, even today, are still to the forefront of the port trade: Croft, Taylor’s and Warre’s are the descendant companies of these original families. In those days it was customary for the firms to change names, depending on who the partners were: thus, Phayre and Bradley, formed in 1678, became Tilden, Thompson and Croft; then Thompson, Croft and Mitchell in 1742; Croft, Stewart and Croft in 1759; Thompson, Croft & Co. in 1769; and thereafter, Croft & Co. up to the present day. To become a partner in a leading firm of port shippers was both as socially acceptable and financially profitable as becoming a lawyer. Sandeman have kept the notion alive by continuing to sell their ‘Founders Port’, an old, full port, based on a blend originally created in 1890 for the then partners, Albert, Ernest and Walter Sandeman.


It is not only impossible but would render this historical sketch meaningless, if I attempted to ignore the famous British port firms that are such an integral part of the enjoyment of port. The fact is that they invented it, were the first to export it, intermarried because of it and are still, over 300 years later, the trustees of it throughout the world. The Symington family can trace back through thirteen generations, soon to be fourteen, in the port trade from 1652, when their ancestor Walter Maynard, the then English consul in Oporto, first shipped port.


Similarly, the story of Taylor’s begins in 1692 when a Mr Job Bearsley arrived in Portugal with the purpose of buying wine.


The following two and a half centuries after the Methuen Treaty in 1703 help explain the slow moving pace and stubbornness of the descendants of these early settlers. By nature these men were tough and ambitious; they had to be. They were pioneers, and what they were pioneering was wild, desolate, mountainous, unpleasant and often dangerous country. Today, the Douro Valley is still wild, desolate and mountainous, no longer unpleasant or dangerous for the traveller, but it is rough country where boots are needed and mosquitoes unhappily abound.


Englishmen were predominant in these early days of the port wine trade, although the Dutch and Germans were also represented by such well-known families as the Kopkes, the Burmesters and the van Zellers.


The Methuen Treaty of 1703 enabled Portuguese wines to be imported into England at one third less duty than that imposed on French wines. In return for this, English woollen cloth was to be admitted to Portugal free of duty. This treaty was the start for the equivalent of the gold rush in the Douro Valley.








Be sometimes to your country true.    


Have once the public good in mind.    


Bravely despise Champagne at court.   


And choose to dine at home with port.     







wrote Swift, urging Britons to eschew French wines.











Port continued its patriotic path. As the irrepressible Dr Samuel Johnson summed up ‘Claret is the liquor for boys: port for men.’ Another was the extraordinary squire, eccentric John Mytton, who boasted that he broached his first bottle of port each day ‘whilst shaving’. (Although port bottles were not then the size they are today and the wine was not as high in alcohol.) John Croft, who wrote the all-embracing work Treatise on the Wines of Portugal in 1788, stipulates that:




An Englishman of any decent condition or circumstances, cannot dispense with it after his good dinner, in the same way as he uses a piece of Cheshire cheese for pretended digestion’s sake.





In order to keep up this demand for quality and tradition, changes had to take place back in the Douro Valley. More planting of vines was necessary; farmers who had previously eked out a living from corn and wheat, became vineyard owners overnight. Inevitably, the Church became large property owners and tended to make better wine than the recently converted farmers; John Croft claimed ‘their wine fetched a higher price, was stouter and stronger than common, and was very fashionable in England where it went by the name of “Priest Port” ’.


It is difficult, though many have tried, to pinpoint exactly when port crossed the line from being a tough and rather harsh table wine from the Douro, to being the fruity and smooth fortified wine from the Douro that we enjoy today. We know that it was gently fortified to stabilise it during its sea voyage, thus keeping it in good condition. But apart from the good abbot in Lamego, it would appear that some firms used local brandy to arrest the fermentation only some of the time and it seems unlikely that all firms used grape spirit in uniform proportions until around 1850.


The second consideration was to control the standard of quality and quantity of port. Inevitably where demand exceeds supply there are those who cut corners and raise prices and others who have a vested interest in doing the opposite. The farmers, intent on producing all that was required of them during these boom years, started to fatten up the poor vintages which produced light wines with the juice of the baga or elderberry. As makers of home-made country wines will know, this fruit contributes a beautiful deep colour and smooth flavour to beverages. So in 1727 the British wine shippers in Oporto formed themselves into an Association, whose main objective was to control the quality of the wine, to satisfy their customers in England.


Apart from our inventive abbot at Lamego back in 1678, the flourishing port trade was a prime and classic example of English venturism, but soon the Portuguese realised that they must do something about this profitable sector trading right under their noses.


The Marquês de Pombal (1699–1782), formerly Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, now the autocratic prime minister of King Joseph I, was such a man to intervene. The English, through their Factory (where factors met, not where wine was made) in Oporto, were still complaining about poor quality and the adulteration that some farmers were practising. The farmers sent a deputation to Lisbon and Pombal, fresh from having restored the capital from a disastrous earthquake, in which 20,000 people were killed, acted straight away. In 1756 he did two things which implemented and changed the history of the port trade: he established the world’s second demarcated wine region, after Tokaji, by confirming nature’s gifts in law; and he established the Royal Oporto Wine Company which took on the sole right to distil the grape spirit used to fortify the wines, and controlled all grape prices. Naturally, the British, hitherto unchallenged, were indignant at this monopoly. Gradually they learnt to live with it, as after all the quality did improve, presumably as a result of cleaner production methods and the use of neutral grape spirit, and the port trade was becoming an established and most acceptable way of life. Light was thus dawning that wine improved with age. To keep wine in casks in England was not very convenient; at this stage, bottles were squat and bulbous, designed solely for transporting the wine drawn from the cask to the table. As these bottles could not be stowed away on their sides, the wine was not in contact with the cork and therefore oxidised. But lateral thinking (literally) took over and by 1775 the bottle, with a longer body and shorter neck, had been sufficiently elongated to be binned. That year, says Warner Allen, Oporto produced ‘the first wine which could worthily claim the title of vintage port’. It was probably the world’s first vintage wine, for the first bottled vintage claret did not appear until 1787 at Château Lafite.


The port trade expanded, so much so that it is recorded in 1792 that 50,000 pipes (nearly thirty-six million bottles) were shipped to Britain. That is a lot of port. In fact it is three times as much as is shipped to the UK today, to a much larger population. Our ‘three bottle a day’ ancestors were mighty men, worthy customers of the intrepid merchants of the Douro.


The British factors would receive orders from their principals in Britain to buy certain quantities of port up to a certain price, which instructions they did their best to follow; they then drew for the amount of the invoice through their bankers. In the invoices the cost of staves and iron hoops was charged. Interestingly, the pipes were first made by British coopers, recruited from various breweries and sent out to Oporto, who then initiated the Portuguese into their art, with the result that the Portuguese coopers became some of the finest exponents of their craft in the world. Look up at the beams in the roof of some of the older lodges to see what masters they were – and still are. In 1788 a tax was imposed on every pipe of port shipped for the purposes of financing a road-making scheme; it showed that the wealthy merchants could afford to contribute towards social benefits.


Around this time the merchants decided to consolidate their trading and social position in Oporto, by building for themselves a Factors’ House in the Rua Nova dos Ingleses. They had met informally in the street to discuss trading matters for a number of years. What a marvellous sight it must have been; the gentlemen wearing top hats and carrying Malacca canes, sporting fine waistcoats and gloves, all standing in the cobbled street, discussing trade. They then retired into their residential club. Happily, this sight was recorded for posterity in a marvellously detailed painting by J. J. Forrester in 1834, which shows the leading English and Portuguese merchants chatting and strolling on the Rua Nova dos Ingleses. It must have been a glorious cross between the floor of a Stock Exchange and a country house fair.


However, it was decided to pull this club down to make way for a magnificent building, universally known as the Factory House. A most attractive personality, John Whitehead, then British Consul, supervised the construction of this imposing granite building, which still today acts as the cornerstone of the port trade. Whitehead was Consul for forty-six years and was a skilled mathematician, architect, bibliophile and scientist – a pillar of the Oporto British establishment.


As John Delaforce points out in his book The Factory House at Oporto, the difference between the British Factory and the Factory House is that the former was the name given to British merchants or ‘factors’ collectively, whereas the latter is the name given to the actual building used by them as their headquarters. In turn, the Factory House has been the headquarters of the British Association, composed of British port wine shippers, with their partners and directors as individual members, since 1814. The British Association became the legal owner of the Factory House some time after December 1848 when the purchase price of the freehold was paid.


The building of the Factory House provided an excellent introduction to the nineteenth century, for this was the most eventful and progressive period for port. The French Revolution in 1789 had again caused the sale of French wines to decline in England. Oporto changed hands twice during the Peninsular War; the French under Marshal Soult captured the city in March 1809; two months later it was retaken by the future Duke of Wellington, then Sir Arthur Wellesley. Against a background of sieges, civil war and revolution that characterised the early part of the century, and then the dreadful phylloxera, wending its way southward from France, that caused havoc in the vineyards from 1868–1885, certain characters stepped onto the stage who personified the resilience of the port trade. They helped shape the trade to withstand the ravages of political intervention, thus maintaining a stability of trading. They and the great vintage ports, such as 1815 (always known as ‘Waterloo’), 1834, 1847, 1863 and 1896, helped create an aura that the port trade has never lost.


Joseph James Forrester was the first, and possibly the greatest of these characters, because he was talented in so many different ways. Born in Hull in 1809, he came to Oporto in 1831 to join his uncle in the already established wine firm of Offley, Webber and Forrester. He was not given to accepting the rigid code of Englishness that had already grown up in the community and immediately began to learn to speak Portuguese fluently. This in itself was unusual.


Forrester delved into every detail of the port trade, travelled extensively in the Douro Valley and, being artistically minded and a skilled cartographer, produced definitive maps of Oporto, the wine region, the Douro bed showing the rapids and geological formations, wine diseases and so on. The maps are not only remarkable for their accuracy – they are works of art. He also illustrated essays on olive oil, vegetables, cereals and fruits in the Douro and made a collection of earthenware figures representing each village’s costume of the period. His watercolours show an uncanny grasp of reality blended with creative genius. In the wine world he was determined to see fair play; it was his nature. In 1844, aged only thirty-five he wrote a pamphlet titled A Word or Two on Port Wine, in which he alleged that certain trade malpractices were lowering the standards of port. Uproar from the English community gradually calmed down. Purist that he was, Forrester believed that port should be a natural wine, that is to say, he believed that the addition of grape spirit to arrest the fermentation was not correct. Fortunately in this one instance he was overruled, for if this brilliant and likeable man had had his way, then port would have continued to be thin – Burgundian in style and not the great rich wine it is today. From the nineteenth century, therefore, our three-bottle-a-day men recede into the shadows. Forrester had immense charm. In 1847 he achieved the singular feat of entertaining the leaders of both sides of a revolt to dinner at the same time in different rooms in his house at Oporto. He was created Barão (Baron) de Forrester by the King of Portugal and given many other decorations by the emperors of Russia, Austria and France and by Pope Pius IX.


Other names that have since become interwoven with the circulation of the decanters include Cabel Roope, who, at the races, was once asked by King Carlos I (1890–1908) whether he had a horse in the next race. Roope replied in his excruciating Portuguese, ‘Sir, teno uma cavala muito beng thought-of ’; which actually meant ‘Sir, I have a very well thought-of mackerel’ (the Portuguese for horse is cavalo, not cavala). Indeed, up until quite recently many of the British shippers spoke truly fractured Portuguese, rather as pre-Revolution Russians of good birth spoke Russian with an accent. There was Arthur Dagge, who broke etiquette and married a washerwoman from the desolate village of Mogadouro; Albert George Sandeman, who became the hundredth governor of the Bank of England and whose brother, Colonel John Glas Sandeman, invented the ‘penny-in-the-slot’ machine.


Perhaps the most dedicated of the nineteenth-century personalities of port was neither English nor a man. Dona Antonia Adelaide Ferreira, born in 1810 at Régua, lived her entire life in the world of port until her death in 1896. She ruled her estates with a kindly rod of iron, having first married her cousin, then her manager. ‘There were never two men who spent more money in the Douro than the two husbands of Dona Antonia,’ commented Charles Sellers. Her achievements would be remarkable at any time – in the nineteenth century and in what is still predominantly a masculine world, they are heroic. And she inaugurated a tradition of fine winemaking.


The dreaded phylloxera, the plant louse that had already ravaged much of France’s vineyards, struck the Douro in 1868. Immediately, production was down fifty per cent on the previous year. There seemed no cure. The 1881, although declared by most shippers, could have been an outstanding year both in quantity and quality, but tiny quantities were made. I remember a Morgan 1881 that I tasted exactly one hundred years later; it was delicious, still fruity, but disappeared fast. However, the American root stock, found to be resistant to the phylloxera, was gradually introduced to the vineyards, the national vines were grafted onto this and the port shippers breathed again.


The port trade also endured devastations such as the cholera epidemic in 1899 and intermittent fearful floods; one such was in 1909, which wreaked havoc in the lodges and resulted in much loss of wine. World War I naturally restricted shipments of port, but the Anglo–Portuguese commercial treaties of 1914 and 1916 established the legal definition of port, and made it mandatory for a certificate of origin to accompany all shipments.


By this time, all the great shippers had established themselves in Oporto. There were twenty British firms in a community of fifty British families. Annual shipments towards the turn of the century were around 89,000 pipes; Great Britain took the lion’s share, but exports already were finding their way to the USA, Europe, Australia, Russia and the Far East. Port shippers started to buy quintas in the Douro so that they could use these farmhouses as a base at vintage time; they had their own beach at Foz (the residential suburb of Oporto), they played golf at Espinho, cricket in Oporto, went partridge shooting at vintage time and shot snipe in the marshes in Aveiro. Many years ago in Aveiro I tried the latter sport with Robin Reid, happily an expert shot. The calmness of the marshes was marvellous, the sunset exquisite, the bottle of old tawny port I was sharing was beautiful, but could I shoot one snipe? No.


The years immediately after World War I were to be port’s really prosperous period. In the mid 1920s, port was in fashion; the cocktail party had not yet crossed the Atlantic. Annual shipments were up to 95,000 pipes, almost seventy million bottles. The fact was that, through long association, people in Britain thoroughly enjoyed drinking this sweet red wine; the preference was there and, as Britain was still somewhat class conscious, there evolved two quite separate markets for port: one was the preserve of the dinner party, the other was the much wider preserve of the pub. ‘Port and lemon’ (lemonade – the fizzy sort) accounted for eighty per cent of total consumption during this time and was the favoured drink in pub bars before Babycham took this market in the 1950s.


The Wall Street crash in 1929 and the ensuing world slump inevitably hit the port trade as all others. The Portuguese government took this opportunity to redefine and reorganise their port trade in order to control the vagaries of it better. In 1933 they established three main bodies to supervise the trade: the Instituto do Vinho do Porto (the Port Wine Institute), the Casa do Douro (the Farmers’ and Wine Growers’ Association) and the Gremio dos Exportadores do Vinho do Porto (the Port Wine Shippers’ Association). The Instituto do Vinho do Porto is the official government body which controlled the other two.


By 1936 the port trade had climbed back to nearly sixty million bottles. The ending of prohibition in the USA had opened up that huge market. It is recorded that, such was the wish to satisfy long-denied thirsty throats, one port company was able to ship twenty thousand cases to their customer only two and a half days after the arrival of the port in cask from Oporto. Such efficiency would be hard to match today.


France had already become a steady customer for port and in 1936 imported over 500,000 bottles. Owing to the high duty in the UK, it was at this time that port was allowed by the Customs and Excise Board to be bottled under bond. This meant that bottling became more centralised as the suppliers, instead of a myriad of wine merchants, could now bottle port under Customs and Excise supervision and duty did not have to be paid until the port was cleared from bond.


However, World War II virtually brought the port trade to a standstill. Port was considered a luxury item in Britain and therefore was on quota. Supplies were restricted to how much each shipper could allow to merchants who might previously have ordered as much as they thought they might require. Even by the mid 1950s, the port market was only able to reclaim half the consumption they had enjoyed before the war. It was not until 1963 that port sales started to climb back up again through the forty million bottle mark. This year was when, for the first time, France overtook Britain as the leading importer of port. Port thus stopped being ‘the Englishman’s wine’ in 1963, and the French have never looked back.


The strength of the UK breweries and wine merchants was no match for the baffled port shippers. Except for the Sandeman range and Gilbey’s Triple Crown, the other port shippers had not developed their brands. They still happily supplied port in bulk to the brewers and the wine merchants, who put their own labels on these bottles of ruby and tawny port. They would change suppliers for a mere ten shillings a pipe during the early 1960s.


The port shippers saw France as being a valuable alternative market. In turn, the French were able to buy good quality drier blends which led to port being a very acceptable and accepted aperitif. Un verre de porto became the snob’s imported aperitif before the French discovered whisky. As we in Britain would offer a glass of sherry to a guest at home, the French would offer a glass of port. Sherry is still almost unknown in France, whereas by the end of the 1970s France was consuming forty per cent of all port exports at the rate of thirty million bottles a year. The same amount as total exports to all world markets just twenty years earlier.


This decade not only saw the supremacy of France as the leading port-consuming nation, but also enormous changes in the direction of the port trade. More and more port shippers began bottling ports under their own label instead of shipping it in bulk and allowing their customers to put on their own private labels. In turn, this led to more port being bottled in Portugal. In 1970, only twelve per cent of all exports were bottled by the shippers themselves in Vila Nova de Gaia; ten years later, this proportion had risen to nearly fifty per cent. Today, by law, all port is bottled in Portugal. This transition enabled greater quality control, which in turn has led to the creation of international brands.


Reputations may still be made at the vintage port level – the collector level – as Taylor’s, Fonseca, Graham’s and others have proven year after year and by generation after generation. The loyal, regular port consumer, however, seeks out his or her favoured brand or style, whether it be Cockburn’s Special Reserve or Sandeman LBV in the UK or Porto Cruz in France.


The port trade, by rigorous ongoing innovations in the Douro Valley, by cutting unnecessary production costs and relentlessly exploring new routes to market, is set fair. Reinvestment in their Douro vineyards and their visitor centres in Gaia has given the producers a sense of forward looking confidence. This is shared by the 250,000 visitors who flock to their lodges and their quintas each year. Of course, there are important political and economic issues that need resolving in the Douro, but for current and potential port consumers, the future looks very promising.




RECENT CHANGES IN OWNERSHIP


In the first year of the new millennium, something rather strange happened in the normally placid offices in Vila Nova de Gaia. Something stirred in the woods, as it were.





Two giant drinks multinationals: Diageo, owners of Croft and Delaforce, and Seagram, owners of Sandeman, suddenly dropped these long established, long suffering, previously family owned companies. Both were welcomed back into a more family controlled environment. Croft joined Taylor’s and Fonseca to form the Fladgate Partnership. Sandeman joined Ferreira and Offley in the Sogrape group. Delaforce joined Real Vinicola. In the 2010s, Symington Family Estates acquired Cockburn’s and the Fladgate Partnership bought Wiese & Krohn.


The significance of these changes is that today two British families dominate the fine port trade. Virtually all the famous vintage port names: Taylor’s, Fonseca, Croft on the one hand, and Graham’s, Dow’s, Warre’s and Cockburn’s on the other, are now in private family owned independent companies. The oldest have been producing port since the seventeenth century. Warre’s was founded in 1670, Croft in 1678, Taylor’s in 1692. This lineage is remarkable, especially in a foreign country.


This is a tremendous success story for these two Anglo–Portuguese families whose brands are encompassed within Symington Family Estates and the Fladgate Partnership. It is a huge testament to the passion, integrity and resourcefulness of the Symington clan and Robertson family respectively. Certainly they are fluent in their adopted country, but no one would describe either Alistair Robertson, his son-in-law Adrian Bridge, Paul Symington or indeed any of the Symingtons as having gone native. It is this very fact of stubborn, yet pragmatic Britishness that builds trade loyalty and consumer confidence in these top brands in the UK and North America.


Families, not multinationals, are now firmly in charge of the future of port. Quality is decided by family shareholders, not by a suit in a faraway head office. It is also a great testament to the power of the Douro that the founding fathers of Portuguese table wine, the Guedes family, have fully integrated two very influential port houses into their group – Ferreira and Sandeman. They have realised that the only way forward is to become more responsible for the raw material in the Douro. Focusing on brands is fundamental, but a successful brand has to have the passion in the bottle as well as in the packaging.
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