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THE UNSPOKEN SUBTITLE OF BEN HOWKINS’S SECOND BOOK is ‘Confessions of a Wine Merchant’. What he confesses is hardly likely to interest the public prosecutor, but it is going to strike a resounding chord in the sort of Englishman (he is unfashionably specific) he eloquently and lovingly describes and analyses in what amounts to a self-portrait.


Ben personifies the club-dwelling Port Person – except that he is a long way from the gout, the florid complexion and bulging waistcoat he almost invites you to imagine. His other natural milieu is the ski-slope. You won’t find him stretched out in an armchair after lunch with The Times over his face. He’ll be knocking on doors to find more converts to the good life he describes – a world of sharp corkscrews and sharper repartee.


Do you spot a contradiction? Yes, what spinach was to Popeye, port is to Howkins… and it seems many of his friends. When you read his tales of those athletes of the port bottle, our eighteenth-century politicians and squires, the challenge is clear.


Ben’s day job is no longer port. In the past twenty years he has steered what you might see as a rival enterprise, a wine even more ancient, sequestered and sui generis: Tokay.


The truth is that tokay reaches parts that port can’t reach… and vice versa. Ergo Ben’s double mission in life, his success and high spirits.


There’s a model to follow.


Hugh Johnson 
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THE NOTORIOUS EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY SHROPSHIRE SQUIRE, John ‘Mad Jack’ Mytton, reputedly broached his first bottle of port whilst shaving. The bottles may have been pint-sized then, but four to six bottles a day?


William Pitt the Younger ‘liked a glass of port very well and a bottle better’. Aged fourteen, he was prescribed a bottle of port a day by his doctor. He became Prime Minister aged twenty-four, a position he was to hold on to for twenty-three years.


Admiral Lord Nelson, Horatio to his friends, dipped a finger in his glass of port to draw a map for his basic tactics for the Battle of Trafalgar. How better to fortify oneself than with a fortified wine?


The Duke of Wellington enjoyed a glass of port before his famous victory at Waterloo. The exceptional 1815 vintage port has always been called ‘Waterloo 1815’ ever since.
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These port people were all characters and all winners. History is layered, if not littered, with such colourful personae. There is something rather British, rather raffish, rather heroic about such stalwarts. They demonstrate our ability to laugh at ourselves; our love of continuity and yet our yearning for change; our qualities such as stoicism, mellowness and eccentricity.


A port person looks you straight in the eye: none of this glancing-over-the-shoulder business, trying to catch more important eyes. Few have this gift of making you feel that you are the only person that matters. Monsignor Gilbey, the renowned Catholic chaplain at Cambridge for thirty-three years, was one such port person.


So they are not social climbers. They feel comfortable in their own skins. Port people have a code of honour, a mischievous sense


of duty and an engaging sense of humour. Courage, tenacity and trust are their hallmarks. Shifty and mean they are not.
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Adventurers and heroes were the original port people. Their daily intake both kept them warm and gave them warmth. Port instilled a beguiling virility that few other wines could match.


Today’s port people are their natural successors. This book honours yesterday’s port people and, deferring to Debrett’s, is dedicated to Port People of Today, celebrating the British character as seen through a port glass.



















1


DINNER AT THE FACTORY
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PORT IS A SPLENDIDLY EVOCATIVE FOUR-LETTER WORD. The Portuguese call their port wine vinho generoso. Port’s consumers are, by nature, generous in spirit. The enjoyment of port conveys an understanding of human nature second to none.


I love champagne, especially old champagne, but it is too lissom, too bubbly. It sets you up, but a follow-through is needed, even if it is a sublime Pol Roger or Laurent Perrier. I love burgundy, especially old burgundy, but it is too feminine, too seductive. It leaves you wanting more. Even though it is a fine Beaune Grèves Vigne de l’Enfant Jesus. I love claret, especially old claret, but as we know, thanks to Dr Johnson, it is ‘for boys’. Having said that, on more than one occasion I have been very happy to have been considered a boy: think Lafite and Leovilles, Loudenne and Meaume.


 There are other wonderfully seductive drinks which almost seem mandatory on certain occasions. Tokaji with foie gras any time, a Bloody Mary on Sunday mornings or a mid-morning manzanilla in the summer months.


But port is for men. And, of course, being politically correct, or incorrect, for some women. Port needs foreplay, which any of the above can more than adequately provide, but port satisfies the inner soul. Champagne, burgundy or bordeaux all gladden the heart, but port fulfils.


The renowned nineteenth-century wine authority, George Saintsbury, put it slightly differently, but equally firmly. ‘Port… is incomparable when good. It is not a wine-of-all-work like sherry. It has not the almost feminine grace and charm of claret; the transcendental qualities of burgundy and madeira; the immediate inspiration of champagne… But it strengthens while it gladdens as no other wine can do: and there is something about it which must have been created in pre-established harmony with the best English character.’


The noted wine writer Alec Waugh would claim: ‘The year of vintage has no significance for madeira or sherry. It is for port that this particular distinction is reserved; and no wine fills a prouder and more honoured position at the English table. No wine is so truly English.’


He goes on ‘The Englishman and his port’; what a world of Galsworthian tradition those five words evoke; of London clubs, and college common rooms and stately homes.


As the Portuguese proverb has it, ‘all wine would be port if it could’. For three centuries, from the seventeenth century, port alone provided essential central heating for gentlemen; bespoke central heating at that. Winters were cold and long and houses were draughty and damp. At night, warmth may have been provided by ever-lovings, but during the day, corks had to be pulled to keep you warm.


Of course, periodic (or in fact pretty continuous) wars against France during this time favoured England’s oldest trading ally, Portugal. Oliver Cromwell’s Anglo–Portuguese Treaty of 1654 proclaimed that no Englishman in Portugal could be tried by a Portugese court. This put Englishmen above the law and so created a mini ‘port rush’ to Portugal. Port affectionately became known as ‘the Englishman’s wine’. It became the darling of the establishment. By the 1750s port had easily gained first place within Britain’s drinking population. Light wines were on the way out whilst port’s virility appealed to men with character.


These were exciting and restless times. Younger sons from vast, and not so vast, estates in both England and Scotland were encouraged to seek their fortunes abroad. France was usually bypassed because, as I said, we were usually at war. Beyond the tempestuous Bay of Biscay lay the colourful, encouraging coastline of Northern Portugal. These youthful adventurers had brought cloth to trade. They tasted the local wine, traded their cloth, and shipped this red wine back to Merrie Olde England. The Methuen Treaty of 1703 encouraged trade with Portugal and accelerated England’s love affair with ‘Red Portugal’. Additionally, the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht narrowly avoided giving France ‘favoured nation’ status, thus giving happy impetus to the embryonic port trade. At this stage, according to Charles Minoprio, the noted Master of Wine historian and wit, port was no more than ‘ersatz claret’.


It was duly sniffed, studied and sunk by gentlemen who knew how to enjoy themselves. Port became part of the proper Englishman’s character, giving rise to the coveted term ‘a Port Person’.
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It could be said that the story of port began with two Englishmen, Mr Warre from Somerset and Mr Croft from Yorkshire. The port companies with which their names are forever associated were amongst the earliest, founded in 1670 and 1678 respectively. Both companies are still going strong today, more than three hundred years later.


King Charles II had just been restored to the throne of England. He was to marry Queen Catherine of Braganza, thus cementing even further the relationship between the two allies England and Portugal. (I have the feeling that Charles II was a port person; after all, he restored the monarchy. Whereas Charles I was not – he lost his head.)


William Warre, arriving in Oporto in 1729, became one of the leading members of the British community there. His grandson, Lieutenant General Sir William Warre, distinguished himself during the Peninsular War. Lord Wellington, as he then was, asked Warre in a letter, dated 18 March 1812, if he would have a pipe of port bottled for him, marked with his name and taken good care of until his return, as he wished to keep it as a ‘bonne bouche’. Bonne bouche for what, one may reasonably ask?


In 2011, Bill Warre, their direct descendant, lives happily in Wimbledon, London, and is definitely a port person. Ever mischievous, ever courteous, a twinkle in his eye, a glass in his hand, Bill exudes bonhomie.


John Croft wrote a famous treatise on the wines of Portugal in 1787. The subtitle was ‘on the nature and use of wines imported into Great Britain as pertaining to Luxury and Diet’. Isn’t that marvellous? Luxury and diet… The perfect combination. No need to worry ever again about the first, let alone the twenty-first, glass. Croft’s son was created a baronet on the advice of the Duke of Wellington. This Sir John Croft married a Miss Amelia Warre. We might even have had a new double-barrelled port brand, Croft Warre or Warre Croft.


 Many, many years later, in 1978, the fifth baronet, also Sir John, was extremely helpful when Croft were organising tercentenary celebrations for ‘his’ firm. We (I was a director at the time) buried a time capsule in Croft’s lodges, complete with a copy of The Times and our export price list, to be opened exactly one hundred years later. I wonder which will cause the most excitement. The doyenne of wine writers, Jancis Robinson, had just started writing about wine a few years previously, and as she recounts in her Confessions of a Wine Lover, on the first night of the three-day celebrations, she was left to dine alone in her hotel. I am sure that never happened again.


As the current Duke of Wellington remarked at the time, ‘I am sure the first Duke would have been happy to join the eighth in congratulating a great company on its tercentenary’.
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The original Portuguese port person has to be the Marques de Pombal, formerly Sebastiao Jose de Carvalho and also the first Count of Oeiras. He was effectively King Joseph I’s Prime Minister. Having swiftly dealt with Lisbon’s massive 1755 earthquake, the following year he established a demarcated region for port production, thus creating a quality base for this embryonic world tipple. He also created a man-made port, as in harbour, in Leixoes, a few miles north of Oporto. The mouth of the River Douro had become so sanded up that few boats could get in or out safely. This new property development was essential for vital exploration and exports. Without his foresight and vision, the whole port enterprise might have been mired in uncertainty.


Another personality who should be mentioned is James Forrester, who arrived in Portugal to join his family firm, Offley Forrester, in 1831. He was a brilliant cartographer and engraver.  He was a purist, a linguist, charming, elegant and self-deprecating. He would certainly have looked all his friends in the eye, be they rich or poor, noblemen or farmers. He was created Barao (Baron) Forrester by the grateful Portuguese for all his significant contributions to agriculture.


Rory Forrester, a direct descendant, lives on the Isle of Mull in Scotland and co-hosts a cricket match each year. During frequent visits to Mull, I have been fortunate enough to have caught the selector’s eye on a few occasions, and played for South Mull versus North Mull. In one memorable match in 2009, we played in wellington boots on a rain sodden pitch. As Rory’s co-host said at the time, ‘There are always reasons not to do things on Mull’. We were determined to play and so we did. Later that evening we did indeed celebrate, with Quinta do Noval 1985.


By contrast, the iron-willed Dona Antonia Ferreira, equally gifted, was not a port person. Not because she was a woman, I hasten to add. She was referred to as ‘the Queen of the Douro’. She built schools, hospitals, roads and vineyards for her family firm, Ferreira. However, by all accounts, it seems she was deficient in the sense of humour department.


These two legends in their own lifetimes, a helpful prerequisite for gaining port-person status, are forever linked together in life and in death. Forrester and Ferreira were visiting the magnificent Quinta de Vesuvio by boat. The River Douro was in full spate, the rapids ever treacherous. Their flat-bottomed boat, a traditional barco rabelo, was thrown onto a rock at Cachao de Valeira. The Baron was drowned because he was wearing a money belt, heavy with coins, with which to pay his workers. The ‘Queen’ was saved by her crinoline. Both were heroes, but only one a real port person.


A much loved nineteenth-century port persona was Cabel Roope of former port-shippers Hunt Roope. Roope was once asked at the races by King Carlos I 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 being cavalo, not cavala!


Roope was a Victorian eccentric: seldom sober, he achieved little more than being loved by all. I think we all have a special friend like that. He once went to sleep on a train. At journey’s end, miles from home, when he woke up again, he put out his boots for his butler, Sam Weller, as he always did at home. Another time, after lunching with the C-in-C of the channel fleet in Vigo Bay, when leaving the flagship he was confronted by a phalanx of naval ratings, similar to a sovereign’s escort. Roope mistook them for a line of waiters at one of the grander hotels. Panicking, he asked his friend Max Graham if he would do the tipping…


Other port personae emerged over the years. George Sandeman became the one-hundredth Governor of the Bank of England in 1895. I wonder what he would have made of today’s independence. His brother, Colonel Glas Sandeman, invented the penny-in-the-slot machine. It seems a long way from Brighton pier to the Bellagio in Las Vegas. Their manager in Oporto at the turn of the century gloried in the name of The Right Hon. Sir Spencer Cecil Brabazon Ponsonby-Fane, KCB.


I can vouch for the fact that at least two of the Sandeman direct descendants, George and Patrick, are both port people. Successful, jolly, self-deprecating and always having time to talk. Patrick tells me of the journalist who pestered his father, David Sandeman, about how long a bottle of vintage port would keep in a decanter once it had been decanted. Days maybe, weeks even? ‘Absolutely no idea’ was the immediate reply. When pressed further, and further, David explained patiently that he had never left a dining room table leaving a drop in the decanter, so the question was irrelevant.


 R. J. Yeatman, of the Taylor Fladgate and Yeatman family, cowrote the hilarious spoof of British history 1066 and All That which became a musical comedy hit in 1938. The full subtitle was A Memorable History of England, comprising All the Parts You Can Remember Including One Hundred and Three Good Things, Five Bad Kings and Two Genuine Dates.


All these hardy and hearty port producers were the ultimate expats. They created their own oasis in a foreign country. Within this oasis, they created a set of rules and customs. They laid down a sense of belonging and a style of occasion that has endured to the present generation. The Factory House in Oporto embodies all these virtues. John Delaforce, of another long-established port family, has excellently chronicled the origins of this splendid granite outpost close to the River Douro in his book The Factory House at Oporto. His son David is an old colleague and friend with whom I have shared many port moments.


The Factory House, in the Rua Nova dos Ingleses (literally ‘New English Street’), was an eighteenth-century creation where merchants and factors met for business. It was never a factory in the modern sense. This Palladian masterpiece was built between 1785 and 1790 by Consul John Whitehead, whose brother-in-law was William Warre, or, to give him his full title, Lieutenant-General Sir William Warre CB, KTS.


I will never forget the two-hundredth anniversary ball in 1990. I was co-hosting a dinner at Taylor’s before the ball. My wife, who was due to fly out from London to join me, telephoned from Madrid to say that her plane had been diverted from Oporto and the airline had unceremoniously dumped her and a gang of ballgoers at Madrid airport in mid afternoon. Several people elected to return to England: not port people, on reflection. My wife and three friends hired a minute Fiat 500 and set off westwards across the desolate Spanish plain. They drove through John Wayne filmsets, over the rugged Spanish – Portuguese border and then followed the winding River Douro to its Atlantic outpouring in Oporto.
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Meanwhile, back in Oporto, after dinner, my guests went on to the ball. This was pre mobile phones. I calculated my wife’s arrival time, assuming about eight hours’ driving. I seated myself at a table outside Oporto’s grandest hotel, the Infante de Sagres, on the pavement, in my dinner jacket. Armed with a bottle of Taylor’s 20-year-old tawny and a fat cigar, I waited and waited and waited. I had prepared hot baths and the obligatory gins and tonic. They arrived triumphantly at 1.30am. By 1.50am we were gliding down the hill to the Factory House. We entered just as Princess Alexandra, the guest of honour, was leaving. But honour was indeed satisfied.


Not only does the Factory House possess a wonderful ballroom, complete with chandeliers, in the Drawing Room there is always a copy, on display, of the London Times of exactly one hundred years ago. Now that is style. In fact there is a complete collection of The Times going back to 1788.


On one visit, in December 2010, I settled down to read The Times of 4 December 1910, exactly one hundred years ago. There was also an extract from The Times of 4 December 1810, ‘His Majesty (King George III) continues the same as he was in the morning’. What an historical link to the present, and all in the same almost untouched room.


The paper was published at 4am and was number 39,448. Births were declared on the front page. There were the ads: The City of London Truss Society, for the relief of the poor throughout the Kingdom. Foxhunting on the bioscope… animated photographs. Disengaged household servants seeking jobs.


The headlines included: Labour troubles in France. Lord Kitchener in Egypt.


Political comments: Progress of the General Election with a printed swingometer. Mr Hearst’s forthright views – ‘The House of Commons is the entire government. The House of Lords has practically ceased to exist. The King is a sort of… appendix.’


Court circular: The Queen arrived from Sandringham to Buckingham Palace this evening.


Theatre: Cinderella is playing in the West End at the Playhouse.


Business: The stock market is ‘idle with a dull tendency’.


 Well, well, well. Has the earth moved or are we in a time warp?


The Writing Room has visitors’ books going back to 1812. The current one dates back to 1944 when the Reids and the Symingtons dominate the first page. The Reading Room contains unique maps of the Peninsular War, showing how the English fought so hard to repel the French.


The valuable Library possesses over twenty thousand books, including many old and rare first editions. All books are accessible, not hidden behind some impenetrable wire. You can actually touch and read. (You can also, get this, smoke as you do so.)


Darwin’s first edition of On The Origins of Species, written in 1859, lies on top of a table having recently been read at leisure. This is a grand, but informal library at its best. The first book that I pull out is titled The Making of an Englishman by W. L. George published in 1914. Chapter One, headed ‘Rule Britannia’, is dedicated to the small French boy who, in 1894, ‘first called me John Bull’. Another book that catches my eye is How to be Happily Married. Chapters range from ‘Cupid is blind’, ‘On making the best of a bad matrimonial bargain’ to ‘What is the use of a child?’. The chapter that seems way ahead of its time is called ‘Nursing Fathers’.


The Old Kitchen sits pertly at the top of the building so as to keep its aromas away from the diners. However, the most memorable and wondrous part of the Factory House is the Dining Room or more accurately, the Dining Rooms. Dinner is served in one, port is taken in the other. After dinner is served around an elegant table seating forty-six you rise from your seat, and progress through the newly opened French doors into an adjacent and identical dining room next door. You take your place in exactly the same position as the one you have just left, and continue to enjoy your port and cigars. In the candlelight this is a time for reflection, conversation and contemplation. Nothing has really changed in two hundred years: and no one feels guilty. That is truly civilised.


The Factory House can appear to be a forbidding granite block when empty; but is a wonderfully welcoming home when full. The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh were made welcome there in 1957. This happy occasion is recorded in gold letters on illuminated parchment. Prince Charles and Princess Diana visited in 1987.


Many years previously, Portuguese royalty had, somewhat unusually, also been welcomed to this most British of institutions: Queen Dona Maria II in 1834 and King Manuel II in 1908. Royal occasions are also captured by one of Portugal’s greatest artists, known as Vieira Portuense. King Edward I and Queen Eleanor are portrayed in the well-known episode in which she sucks the poison from her husband’s wound.


The freehold of this unique, extraordinary monument to the original port people was bought for £8 in 1848. The owners, since then, have remained constant. They are the British port producers who, as Members of the Factory Association, continue to own and administer this magnificent oasis within an oasis. Due to recent amalgamations of port producers, this means that there are currently only three member firms – Symingtons, Taylor’s and Churchill’s. It is these three thoroughly British firms, who control the vast majority of top quality port sales throughout the world, who also own Oporto’s most enduring port edifice.
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These port producers, splendidly relaxed expats, were not just creating a great international drink. They were creating a lifestyle, which they exported in equal measure. Port became a symbol of elegance, wealth and refinement. It was enjoyed, at length and at leisure, after luncheon and after dinner. It became one of life’s great pleasures into which gentlemen could retreat.


The British, or rather it has to be the English here, as we never have had a British cricket team, also established a cricket club in 1855. This later merged with the Oporto British Club, to form the Oporto Cricket and Lawn Tennis Club. Cucumber sandwiches are still served at tea time; white port is on tap.
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Visiting teams have been a regular feature since the 1920s. Then, as now, representatives of the MCC, the Law Society and the Wine Trade were and are popular visitors. ‘A gaggle of raffish Anglo-Portuguese friends were at the bar. We enjoyed a most civilised buffet for us five by the open fire in the dining-room ending with a 10-year-old tawny port’. The best things in life never change.


In the early part of the twentieth century the Portuguese royal family were eager to patronise and encourage all forms of sport in their kingdom. In 1902, King Dom Carlos and Queen Dona Amelia were present at the first football match between Lisbon and Oporto. The Queen arrived at half-time. Never having witnessed a football match, she had no idea what to expect. She became totally engrossed and intrigued by the antics of the players. At the final whistle she exclaimed that she had so enjoyed the ‘second act’ that she hoped the ‘cast’ would be willing to perform the ‘first act’ again. Is this the first ever request for an action replay, I wonder?


The celebrated historian Charles Sellers published his Oporto Old and New in 1899. This was followed up in 1965 by Gerald Cobb’s Oporto Older and Newer. These books chronicle many of the poignant customs and sporting initiatives of the times. Shooting was mainly of red-leg partridges in the Douro. Cobb described it thus: ‘Primitive country with guns lined down the mountainside between boulders.’ Snipe abounded in the marshes near Aveiro and woodcock near Abrantes. The golf course at Espinho was founded in 1890, so was one of the earliest on the continent. The ‘long hole’, from the clubhouse to a finish through the front entrance of the neighbouring Cafe Chinez, became the basis of one of P. G. Wodehouse’s short stories.
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Back in England, port became the natural drink to accompany the Loyal Toast to the King or Queen: a product placement for which modern marketing men would give their eye-teeth.


King William II boosted the drink’s patriotic image when he embargoed all shipments of French wine to England in 1693. As Jonathan Swift saw it in his poem ‘On The Irish Club’:






‘Be sometimes to your country true,


Have once the public good in view:


Bravely despise champagne at court,


And choose to dine at home with port:’








Incidentally King William IV, being a tall man, remained seated at sea during the Loyal Toast. This custom is an enduring protocol that sailors still adhere to in the Royal Navy.


The sea unites Portugal and England as no other two countries in Europe. Both are Atlantic Ocean countries, neither with a metaphorical foot in the Mediterranean Sea. This special relationship has endured over six hundred years of enviable political friendship.
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James Woodforde confided in his Diary of a Country Parson on 3 April 1790, ‘I drank but very little wine yesterday or today. Only two or three glasses. I used myself before, and all last winter, to near a pint of port every day… l now believe this did me much harm.’ This did not prevent him recording on 26 December 1794, ‘I drank plentiful of port wine after dinner, instead of one glass, drank seven or eight and it seems to do me much good, being better for it’.
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Even doctors recommended port according to Woodforde: ‘He strongly recommends port wine and to drink more rather than less. She drank today between a pint and a quart without having the least effect upon the brain. She has not drunk less port for many days.’




[image: ]





Writers and artists have always seemed to enjoy their port and its attributes. James Boswell, Dr Johnson, Charles Dickens, Jonathan Swift, G. K. Chesterton, Max Beerbohm and Toulouse Lautrec have all rhapsodised about port’s qualities.


During their famous tour of the Highlands in 1773, those noted travellers Johnson and Boswell were heartily entertained at Lochbuie on the Isle of Mull. Boswell noted that in addition to being a delightful host, the Laird also kept ‘admirable port’, of which Boswell admits to drinking a whole bottle and suffering Johnson’s reprimand the next day. The Laird, John, seventeenth laird of Lochbuie, was so honoured by this visit that he erected a stone plaque over the front door commemorating the visit: ‘After leaving Moy Castle, the Lochbuie family resided in the house from 1752 to 1790 and it was in this house that Dr Johnson and Mr Boswell were entertained in 1773 by John Maclaine, XVII Laird of Lochbuie’.


I stand in awe of this plaque every time I visit Lochbuie. Oh to have been party to their conversation! But, by happy coincidence, we often enjoy breaking bread with Mr Boswell’s descendants in Buckinghamshire. Sometimes, in my mind, I try to rekindle their ancestor’s animated discourses of over two hundred years ago. Other times, ’midst the jollity that good friends induce, we just chat animatedly and pass the port.


Charles Dickens in Nicholas Nickleby, in 1838, has Nickleby asking his butler for, ‘a magnum of the Double Diamond port to drink the health of Mr Linkinwater’. Why is it that whenever I hear the word ‘magnum’, I feel a party coming on? Anyway, Nickleby’s butler remembers well the date when the pipe was laid down. This wonderful tradition of laying down or cellaring a pipe of vintage port for your son or godson at his christening was prevalent in the nineteenth century. After all, six hundred bottles would only last a bottle-a-day man just under two years. But more seriously, vintage port has always been produced to be at its optimum drinking window to coincide with coming of age at eighteen or twenty-one years. It is the perfect way to celebrate both the boy’s and the wine’s maturity. Provided, of course, that the father or godfather has not already been there first.


Nowadays we jibe about giving our son or godson one case of twelve bottles: how tragic is that? It is however still interesting to see which turns out the better, the port or the boy.
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Many nineteenth-century sportsmen, such as Squire John Mytton and R. S. Surtees’ Jorrocks, were dedicated ‘portophiles’. Sport and port went hand in hand. A hip flask of port in the hunting field was de rigueur. After a great day’s huntin’, fishin’ or shootin’, these happily contented souls rode back to their manors, castles or country piles. Dinner would be served. Noisy, often rumbustious, conversation would ensue. Ladies would then be asked to leave the table so that they could powder their noses and gossip to their hearts’ content. This was the signal for the port to be brought to the table and also indicated the end of the formal part of the dinner so that the servants could also leave the dining-room.


This enabled a subtle change of mood. Chairs were pushed back. Tight waistcoats undone. Cigars lit. The bottle or decanter of port had to be handed round the table by the guests themselves. No servants, no overhearing of gossip, but a bit of manual labour at table: the first real evidence of upper-class self service? Hence the ‘passing of the port’. And clockwise? Most gentlemen were right-handed and it was easier to pick up the port in your right hand and pass it to your left. Simple as that really.


With host and guests alike relaxed, conversation was uninhibited. I bet these men looked each other in the eye. Loyalty and trust, the hallmarks of a great day’s sport, spilled over into each other’s contented bodies and minds. This is why, many, many years later, port is still called the ‘conversational wine’. A state of mind, pre-BlackBerry, when nothing, but nothing would interrupt men truly enjoying themselves and feeling the better for it. Imagine these scenes and enjoy them.


So-called Hunting Port, usually a full-bodied wood port, was still readily available until the 1960s. Our hunting squire, John Mytton, would have his last bottle of port in the billiard room. Bottles two to five would have been worked at steadily throughout the day, having taken the first while shaving, as you will remember. Mytton, whose ancestor apprehended the Duke of Buckingham for rebelling against King Richard III, was however no slouch potato. He kept thirty racehorses in training, became a Member of Parliament and a Master of Foxhounds. He was an excellent shot and a diligent farmer. He frequently quoted Latin and Greek to his friends. He once mischievously bid farewell to his dining guests and saw them into their carriage. He then immediately jumped on to his horse and galloped along a shortcut across his fields and held them to ransom, masquerading as a highwayman.


Because of, or in spite of, his continuous intake of port wine, this somewhat mad character always lived life to the full. He used to ride his horse up the front steps of his house and around the drawing room. To get rid of hiccoughs one night, he set fire to his nightshirt, apparently hoping to frighten them away. Twice married, he had several children and fitted all this and more into thirty-seven short years. Indeed one of his direct issue, Stephanie, used to be a neighbour of ours in Wandsworth. She seemed perfectly normal to me.
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Somehow, this brings us onto politicians. I knew they would feature somewhere. I have already alluded to William Pitt the  Younger, arguably the ultimate consummate politician. He obviously was not cold in winter (port kept him warm) and was Prime Minister for twenty-three years. He always had a glass of port beside him in the House of Commons. He introduced income tax (one bottle too many that day?), but capped it at ten per cent (after a particularly good bottle?).
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Pitt was the greatest orator in an age of great oratory, so admired by his early biographer, Lord Rosebery. He entered Parliament at twenty-one, became Chancellor of the Exchequer at twenty-three and Prime Minister at twenty-four. His achievements, whether confronting that most unsavoury of conflicts, the French Revolution, at war with Napoleon, finding an answer to the Irish question, sorting out King George III or his enduring rivalry with top Whig Charles James Fox, were all pursued against a libatious background of, approximately and conservatively, seven thousand bottles of port.


The Whigs averred that Pitt died of port drinking. Imagine that as a cause of death today: how triumphant that would be. The Tories said that he died of a patriot’s broken heart.


Pitt’s port intake was not huge by the standards then. This was the time when the English clergy considered their cellars more than their churches; when a great Scottish patron stipulated only that the ministers whom he chose should be good natured in drink. This surely is the key: central heating, whether it emanates from the radiator or the bottle, should produce good natured argument.


Admittedly, we are told that Pitt and a friend consumed three or four bottles each in an inn one night. On another occasion, Pitt and two friends had a blunderbuss discharged at them for riding through a turnpike without payment. Makes a speeding fine rather tame doesn’t it? But it was the oft used words ‘getting through a great deal of wine’ that amazed Lord Rosebery in 1891. ‘What this meant is scarcely possible to compute.’ Today, such a habit would be categorised by that unattractive phrase, ‘binge drinking’.


Pitt famously established the right of the Prime Minister to ask ministers to resign. I wonder how he would have fared in an interview with Jeremy Paxman or John Humphrys. Perhaps they might have shared a bottle or even a glass or two, or perhaps not.


William Hague, when writing his biography of Pitt and doubtless taking in Rosebery’s comments of over one hundred years ago, was astounded at the absolute consumption of Pitt and fellow politicians. ‘Were they all drunk all the time?’ he asked wine merchant supremo Simon Berry. Even allowing for smaller bottles, pint size rather than 75cl and lower strength, 15 to 16 per cent proof rather than today’s standard 20 per cent, the answer has to be in the affirmative. Simon Berry I know to be a port person; if William Hague reads this, I hope he will nod happily. His sense of humour alone should qualify him to be included.
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Port’s heyday, in a way, was the eighteenth century. The politics of that era meant that our love/hate relationship with our nearest neighbour, France, was seriously tilted towards the second option. The drinking of port became a symbol of an Englishman’s animosity towards everything French. Port’s very richness and strength seemed superior to the thinner red wines from Bordeaux, while its very character seemingly suited the politician’s long arguments, discussions and lifestyle as well as the needs of Generals just about to go into battle. Indeed, two nights before the battle of Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington was at the Duchess of Richmond’s Ball in Brussels, which in itself shows some style. There, he received a dispatch from the Prince of Orange and was shocked by the description of the speed of Napoleon’s advance. Quite when he consumed his glass of port is not absolutely clear, but the rest, as they say, is history.


Whig politicians of the late eighteenth century carried on the port drinking tradition in the clubs of St James’s. Charles James Fox famously held court at Brooks’s and was caricatured by Gillray with his beloved port, for example in ‘Returning from Brooks’s’ (1784), with a bottle of port in his jacket pocket, summarising the mood of the times. Port and cigars went hand in hand during these wonderfully decadent decades. Cigar stocks were often twice the value of liquor stocks at these clubs.




[image: ]





The sportsman’s name for a fox when out hunting is still ‘Charlie’, some say named after this remarkable Whig. It is appropriate that the late comedian Jimmy Edwards, when Master of the Old Surrey and Burstow, was often to be seen out hunting with a bottle of port in one pocket of his hunt coat and a flask of whisky in the other.
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One of Mr Christie’s earliest wine sales, on 18 July 1815, featured eleven thousand bottles (almost a thousand cases) of the very finest old port, ‘of which a considerable amount is warranted to have been from four to nearly eight years in bottle’. This came  from Brooks’s wine cellar, following a dissolution of partnership. A letter to The Times from T. G. Shaw noted in 1851 ‘Port as the only suited wine for John Bull and his climate… the wine is rendered so powerful, that none but Englishmen can drink it’. Cyril Ray, the noted twentieth-century wine scribe, summed this up nicely. ‘The sunshine of the south, in concentrated form, is sent to chilly northerners, for whom it was confected. The Stuarts drank to the King over the water in claret. The Whig country squires showed loyalty to the Hanoverian line in port… and of course the Queen is an Hanoverian.’
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