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INTRODUCTION

In the late 1990s I worked for Oddbins, a once mighty and now rather reduced firm of British wine merchants. We were paid little, but instead given a thorough education in wine (so thorough that some employees had to go to rehab). After a long day’s work and even longer evening’s tasting, a favourite topic of discussion was which wine-producing country we could not do without. The most popular was, if I can remember correctly, France, though seeing this was the late 1990s and the company we worked for had made its reputation pioneering New World wines, some said Australia. Sometimes we even narrowed it down to a specific region that would produce our desert island wines. I always used to say sherry because I thought it made me sound sophisticated.

Later on in life, though, I realised I’d missed a trick because the country with the greatest influence on wine and drink in general wasn’t France, Germany or even Australia, it was Britain. Without the British influence, few of our favourite wines would even be in existence. This might sound like patriotic nonsense, that I’ve had too much port to drink, but think about it. Champagne? The technology for making sparkling wine came from England and the taste for a bone-dry wine also came from these shores. Without Britain, champagne would have been flat and sweet. Port? Well, the names on the bottles are a clue: Taylor’s, Churchill’s, Smith Woodhouse. Claret? Bordeaux as a wine region was founded under English rule and, as a modern wine, was sold by British merchants. Rum? Beer? Whisky? They all owe something, if not everything, to Britain.

Of course, regions such as Champagne and Bordeaux would have created wine no matter who lay across the channel from them. But would they have become the paradigms of excellence to be admired and imitated the world over? Where the British role was key was in taking a local product, exploiting it and selling it globally. Almost all the world’s classic drinks such as gin, whisky, rum, madeira, sherry, claret, champagne and port became known in this way. Their success inspired imitators: there is a direct connection between the bottle of Chilean Cabernet you buy in the supermarket and the traditional English love for claret. The drinks the world enjoys today are, though often in mutated form, the drinks the British loved.

How did this small island exert such an influence on drinking habits across the world? The British do have a special relationship with alcohol. The climate might have something to do with that. It’s often cold, damp and grey, but not so cold that all you want from a drink is oblivion, as the Russians do with vodka, the Swedes with schnapps and the Mongolians with fermented mare’s milk. The British, in contrast, have a whole smorgasbord of drinks to make life’s realities a bit more bearable. Even in hot climes, or rather especially in hot climes, the British turn to drink. As Captain Thomas Walduck wrote in 1710: “The first thing the English did was set up a tavern or drinking house … be it the most remote parts of ye world or amongst the most Barbarous Indians.”

Grapes have been grown in England since Roman times, particularly by monastic orders. A combination of Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries and a change in climate known as the Little Ice Age, which drastically lowered temperatures between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, meant that large-scale viticulture died out in England. Cereal crops were used to make beer and later whisky and gin, and apples to make cider. In order to drink wine, a drink that was ingrained in the culture of the ruling classes as well as essential for Christian communion, the people of the British Isles had to look abroad. Until England’s defeat by France at the Battle of Castillon in 1453, these wines would have come from the English territory of Bordeaux. For over 300 years, much of France was part of England, including Bordeaux after the marriage of Eleanor of Aquitaine to Henry II in 1152. Due to its proximity to England and the easily navigable rivers of the Garonne and Dordogne, the south-west of France was planted with vines and the wines they created became a staple export over the Channel. It was the English thirst that drove demand for these wines. When Aquitaine was lost to France there wasn’t an immediate problem. The wine trade with Bordeaux continued once it was in French hands, but further wars with France, and the resulting punitive duties on French goods, meant that new sources of wine had to be found. To this end, England’s handy geographical positioning combined with a native ingenuity. Sometimes this ingenuity took the form of plain thievery, as when Drake stole over a million litres of sherry in a raid on Cadiz, but it was merchants in nearby Jerez who pointed the way for how things might be arranged in the future. This small colony of British traders would become the model for communities all over the world making money from alcohol. Trade, rather than piracy, would secure England and later Britain the drink she craved.

Britain was well placed to be wine merchant to the world. With the discovery of America, European trade shifted west. Furthermore by the seventeenth century Western nations were able to trade directly with the East without having to go through intermediaries. Prominent trading nations such as Venice, which had controlled the spice trade and the Mediterranean wine trade, became irrelevant. With Atlantic coasts and a great seafaring tradition Spain and Portugal were well placed too, but they had home-grown drink industries to protect. Their colonies were forbidden from commercialising their products. England’s and later Britain’s colonies were founded by private companies and were self-governing, whereas Spanish and Portuguese colonial ventures were subject to central control. The Dutch operated in a similar way to the English and they initially controlled a large slice of trade, particularly with the East and the French wine trade. England’s rise to a great mercantile power was based on copying the Dutch, with the development of the London Stock Exchange, and most importantly the Royal Navy. Through naval might, England was able to first challenge and then sideline the Dutch. Unlike England, relatively safe behind the Channel and protected by the Royal Navy, the United Provinces of the Dutch Republic were vulnerable to France, which in the seventeenth century developed into the Continental superpower.

When I outline these ideas to people some scoff and say, what about France? Surely France is the most influential country in the world when it comes to drink? But most French wine would have been drunk locally. The court in Versailles would buy from nearby Champagne or Burgundy at a stretch. A London merchant had access to a greater selection of wines than the King of France. Despite the wondrous diversity of the alcoholic drinks of France, most of its wines and spirits were only popularised by British, Dutch and German merchants. The problem with the French is, to paraphrase George Bush Junior, that they don’t have a word for entrepreneur. The wines patronised by the British became copied and sought after around the world. There are other French wines which were fine enough to become world famous, such as the sweet reds of the Roussillon and the muscular wines of Gascony, but without the renown in London, they stayed as local specialities, and they remain so to this day. The intrinsic quality of wine was less important than how easily it could be shipped to Britain and the rest of the world. This is why so many traditional wine regions are on the coast or on easily navigable rivers with access to the lucrative British market.

This gets to the crux of the story. Britain was rich. By the eighteenth century London was by far the biggest city in Europe. Britain pulled in the best the world had to offer and this included wine. But my story isn’t just about wine and Europe, it takes in home-grown drinks such as beer and whisky which from Britain would spread across the world, as well as the drink that was produced by Europe’s collision with the Americas, rum. Through the medium of drinks, we can chart the rise of British power from a small corner of Europe to global preeminence taking in the Royal Navy, slavery, India, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution and, of course, many wars with France. It’s a story that features some of the great names of British history such as Nelson, Drake and Wellington, but also shines a light on some of the forgotten heroes such as merchants, scientists, distillers, brewers and entrepreneurs. Some of the brightest minds of the age were engaged in finding, making or selling alcoholic drinks. Many of the descendants of these men are still involved in the business and many firms are still in family hands. The success of drinks such as sherry and whisky relied on the foresight of older generations laying down stocks to mature that would not be drunk in their lifetime. Thankfully these traditions have, on the whole, survived intact.

British traders formed colonies not just in the Empire, but across southern Europe wherever there was money to be made from drink. While they rarely assimilated completely, they neither did nor could remain entirely separate. All over Europe, hybrid communities developed. British and Irish merchants intermarried with local people as well as into the families of fellow, usually Protestant, merchants from Holland, Denmark, Germany and France to form a sort of merchant aristocracy network. In the case of the merchants of Bordeaux the majority weren’t actually British and yet they created an English-speaking community who played tennis and cricket, and set up clubs like proper English gentlemen. Some of these communities have now died out. The last British in Marsala sold up in the 1920s, and in Jerez in the 1980s. Yet despite the corporate buy-outs some of these families not only exist, but are thriving and still live halfway between two countries. In this book we’ll meet families such as the Bartons in Bordeaux, the Sandemans and Symingtons in Oporto, the Blandys of Madeira and the Hines of Cognac who provide a living link to the past. They are no longer entirely British but, through intermarriage, have created a unique merchant class. Furthermore, even where the actual British have disappeared, the influence lingers in the dress, the institutions, the language and, of course, in the wine itself.

This is not a history of the British wine trade, so sadly the great wines of Germany (Rhenish to Shakespeare) so popular throughout the Empire and a favourite of Queen Victoria will only be mentioned in passing. It’s a similar story with Burgundy. White Burgundy was the light to claret’s dark. The dominance of Chardonnay as a world grape has a lot to do with the British and later American love of Burgundy, but the trade in these wines wasn’t dominated by Britain nor were they developed to reflect British tastes. My interest is in the roots of modern drinks so the story will start in the seventeenth century. I will try to keep technical stuff to a minimum but, as the book is a celebration of the wonder of these drinks as much as anything else, I will endeavour to describe how they would have been made. There will be some talk of grape varieties but I’ll keep the soil analysis to a minimum. At the end of each chapter there will be a short passage on present-day versions of these famous drinks for those who want to taste their way through the book (one could even treat the book as an extended drinking game1). Though I will be looking at alcohol’s destructive power both at home and on colonised populations not used to strong drink, this is not primarily a study of the effects of drink on people and cultures. It is more the effect of people and cultures on drink. It is the drink itself, how it tastes, how it has changed and the story that it tells that interests me. In some ways this story is the antithesis of the current trend for terroir in not just wine but beer and spirits. This is a very French idea that wine is a product of place more than anything: soil, climate and native flora. My story is about how drinks were created by culture or more accurately by cultures colliding, intermingling or fighting. Each chapter will be a drink (or two) and a time and place in British history. Chapters will overlap but the cumulative effect will be a (very personal and episodic) history of modern Britain told through drink as well as a history of drink told through Britain’s history. It will end in the 1920s as the effects of Prohibition on Scotch whisky are too interesting not to mention. This point marks the beginning of the American cultural dominance and the decline of the British Empire. If we look at drinks popularised after the First World War such as Coca-Cola or cocktails, it’s all about the American influence.

The changing drinks of the day are reflected in literature: from Falstaff’s love of sack to Samuel Johnson and port, rum in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island and Charles Dickens on gin. British culture, literature, science, philosophy and religion can all be seen through the bottom of the glass. A side effect of Britain uniting, conquering, colonising, legislating and taxing was the creation of classic drinks. Britain’s legacy of empire has been much argued over and years after the events modern politicians are still apologising for the wars, slavery and famines. The lasting gifts to the world of the English language, railways and organised sports are much noted but perhaps our greatest legacy might be alcoholic. One can literally taste Britain’s history. I’ve had port from 1863 that was still delicious. But it is not just rare wines that speak across the generations; every time you order a drink in a bar or visit a wine merchant, you are raising a glass to the Empire of Booze.



1 Idea for future venture – Empire of Booze as a board game for adults.
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CIDER, SCIENCE AND CHAMPAGNE

One of the most delightful things to happen in the last ten years has been the renaissance in British cider. For a long time cider was a bit of a joke. No article on the subject was complete without a mention of teenagers and tramps drinking in parks and bus shelters. Now, however, a good cider has become fashionable. Oddly this revival was sparked by a bland mass-market drink called Magners launched in 2004. People started drinking cider again but some also began to discover traditional styles and appreciate old apple varieties. Old producers have been revitalised and new ones have sprung up. Good quality cider is now available in supermarkets and most pubs. One man who kept the cider faith going even during the dark days was James Lane at Gospel Green in West Sussex. Like champagne, Lane’s ciders (or cyders as he calls them) undergo a secondary fermentation in the bottle which produces carbon dioxide bubbles. He doesn’t use cider apples which are tannic (think of the mouth-coating texture one finds in red wine and tea) because he is aiming to create something that tastes like champagne.

This seems an audacious thing to do, but it is cider, not champagne, that is the original fizz. Much of the technology that would create sparkling champagne came from the cider industry. Lane’s cider is a revival of a style that has its roots in the very English Enlightenment of the seventeenth century. The method requires very strong glass, as the pressure in the bottle of sparkling cider is something like the tyre pressure of a London bus. Drinks such as this only became possible with the invention of a new kind of glass. The man credited with this discovery was Sir Kenelm Digby. A painting of him by van Dyck graces the wall of the National Portrait Gallery in London. A balding mustachioed man in an ornate suit of armour, he looks a louche sort of fellow, the archetypal cavalier. One can imagine Puritans muttering their disapproval as he rode past. Opposite him is his wife (also painted by van Dyck), Lady Venetia Anastasia Stanley, who in the great tradition of seventeenth-century beauties seems rather plain to modern eyes.

Sir Kenelm’s life story spools out like a picaresque novel. His father was implicated in the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 and had been hanged, drawn and quartered. Sir Kenelm himself had a varied career as a privateer, soldier and academic. In his unreliable memoirs he claimed to have been propositioned by Marie de Medici, widow of Henry IV of France. She was forty-seven, he was just eighteen. He was even accused, in 1633, of murdering his Lady Venetia – van Dyck was on hand to paint her death portrait. He dabbled in alchemy and was best known in his own time for inventing a substance called the “Powder of Sympathy” that was said to have magical healing properties.

When I wrote an article about him a couple of years ago, someone commented that it was extraordinary that a man so colourful invented something as humdrum as the wine bottle. It was as if Orde Wingate invented the vacuum cleaner or Francis Drake the tin can. But without this invention wine as we know it would not exist. Previously wine bottles were used like modern-day decanters for serving wine. They were much too delicate for storage purposes. With the new bottles wine could be stored safely and transported easily. The bottle provided an inert container, transforming wine by helping to protect it from oxidation so, as long as it was sealed properly, wine which previously would have gone sour shortly after the vintage could now be stored. It was possible to keep bottles of port and claret at home and follow their development. We can therefore date the birth of modern wine connoisseurship to this invention. And of course strong bottles also meant that a wine could sparkle. Only Digby’s new bottles were strong enough to take the pressure produced during bottle fermentation.
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Sir Kenelm Digby, engraving after Anthony van Dyck





In 1660 Charles II was crowned King of England. Along with loose morals and ludicrous wigs, Charles’s reign ushered in an explosion in learning. In November of 1660 the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, better known simply as the Royal Society, was founded by Sir Kenelm Digby and, amongst others, Christopher Wren, Robert Boyle and Robert Hooke. The Royal Society promoted a robust empirical approach to studying science. These men weren’t specialists in the manner of modern-day scientists but polymaths, equally at home in architecture, theology and engineering. These British thinkers were steeped in the works of John Locke, the philosopher who espoused a method based on experimentation and observation rather than metaphysics. This can be contrasted with the French love for theoretical thought. One thinks of the probably apocryphal line about the French engineer who asked, “it works in practice, yes, but will it work in theory?” Robert Hooke, of Hooke’s law fame and architect of some of the most beautiful churches in the City of London, laid out the creed in his Micrographia of 1665: “It is now high time that it should return to the plainness and soundness of Observations on material and obvious things.”

Science was a social activity amongst educated men. Whereas Elizabethan and Jacobean men would have gone to the theatre, for the Restoration man about town nothing was more à la mode than an interest in the natural sciences. The coffee houses of London were full of excited chatter about new discoveries. Many members of the Royal Society itself were dilettantes, amateurs or just curious gentlemen. Samuel Pepys, that most curious of gentlemen, was certainly no scientist, yet he joined the Society in 1665 and acquired a twelve-foot telescope in order to look the part. Later, in 1684, he became the president and was even credited in the title page of Newton’s Principia Mathematica.

It wasn’t all learning; with the stability of the Restoration came frivolity too. The theatre was resurrected after the strictures of the Puritan years, social mores were relaxed and Charles’s court became notorious for its loose morals. This licentious mood is captured in Sir George Etherege’s comedy The Man of Mode of 1676:


To the Mall and the Park

Where we love till ’tis dark

Then sparkling Champaign

Puts an end to their reign

It quickly recovers

Poor languishing lovers

Makes us frolik and gay, and drowns all sorrow

But, alas, we relapse again on the morrow.



Note the mention of “sparkling Champaign”. To our ears this sounds a commonplace sort of luxury but, in fact, this is the first mention of sparkling champagne in literature. The wines of Champagne were introduced to the court of Charles II by a French aristocrat, Charles St-Evremond. St-Evremond was a political exile from France who achieved posthumous fame as an essayist and is buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey in London. In his lifetime he was something of a libertine and during his exile became a fixture on London’s wild social scene. He was a favourite of Charles II and was even given a playful job as “Governor of the Duck Islands” (an island of game birds in St James’s Park), which came with a £300-a-year salary.

At this time there was no regular trade with Rheims, the capital of the Champagne region, as there was with Jerez or Bordeaux, so St-Evremond acted as an importer. He supplied wine for the notorious Petits Soupers (parties or orgies attended by nobles and people of dubious virtue) of Charles II’s court. This wine would have sparkled in England but in France champagne would have been flat. Getting a wine to sparkle deliberately is a difficult process, one that would take all the ingenuity of the Royal Society to master.

The honour of creating sparkling champagne is traditionally given, at least by the French, to a monk called Dom Pérignon who lived from 1638 to 1715. The story of the Benedictine monk working away in his cellar and creating a sparkling wine beloved of Louis XIV is a powerful one. Moët et Chandon, the world’s largest producer of champagne, now own the name Dom Pérignon and the Abbey at Hautvillers where he worked and they promote him as the inventor. Their prestige cuvée is named after him. It’s a great tale and surely helps shift bottles of fizz but it isn’t true. The real story of who first deliberately put bubbles in wine is more convoluted. Dom Pérignon, ironically, laboured very hard to keep bubbles out of the wine. Fizz would have been a fault.

These bubbles would have occurred naturally. Champagne is about as far north as grapes can be properly ripened to create wine. At harvest time in October it would be cold and sometimes the fermentation of the wine would finish and there would still be live yeasts and unfermented sugar within it. The following year when the weather warmed up the wine would start to referment producing carbon dioxide. This is something that has been noted for many years. There is a reference to it in the Bible: “Neither do men put new wine into old skins; else the skins break” (Matthew 9:17). If this wine is bottled and allowed to referment the bubbles are absorbed into the wine and then released when the wine is opened. Voilà! Champagne. However, all French wine, in fact all wine throughout Europe, would have been delivered in wooden casks so this carbon dioxide would simply dissipate. Furthermore, bottles at the time were not strong enough to take the pressure of fermentation and would have exploded. Glass had been used since Roman times for serving and drinking from, but only in England was there a tradition of bottling wine and, thanks to the Royal Navy, English glass was the strongest in Europe.

One of James I’s admirals, the Welshman Sir Robert Mansell, a veteran of the Spanish Armada, was worried about not having enough wood for shipbuilding.1 At the time glass was made by burning charcoal from trees. Mansell pioneered glass fired from coal and was given a royal monopoly of this new product. As this new glass was created at a much higher temperature, it was stronger than the charcoal-fired stuff. Impurities such as iron or manganese within the coal made the glass stronger still. In 1623 Mansell was given a monopoly by the King to set up a glassworks that made his fortune. Ironically many of the skilled glassmakers were Huguenots2 fleeing religious intolerance in France. The bottles that came out of Mansell’s works, though stronger than normal glass, probably would not have been strong enough to withstand the pressure of fermentation. A man who did make bottles of sufficient strength was the aforementioned Sir Kenelm Digby.

Sir Kenelm was a key figure in the early years of the Royal Society and its forerunner, Gresham College. In the 1620s he was best known for his “Powder of Sympathy” (probably iron sulphate) that was said to have miraculous healing properties. He claimed to have learned the secret from a Carmelite friar in Florence, which sounds like something out of a Dan Brown novel. The lines between science and alchemy were still being drawn up and much of what were then thought of as real discoveries strike modern scientists as mere quackery. Digby also had a brief career captaining a ship that preyed on French, Spanish and Venetian ships in the Mediterranean; he was a licensed pirate, with the English under James I attempting to grab a slice of the lucrative Levant trade.

By all accounts the death of his wife affected him deeply.3 Digby immersed himself in his experiments. He worked with another polymath, the glassmaker and later writer and historian, James Howell.4 Howell was able to take Sir Kenelm’s laboratory experiments and apply them on an industrial scale. Together they worked out that tunnels going into the glass furnace would increase the heat further still and, the higher the temperature, the stronger the glass. This worked by drawing oxygen into the fire making it burn more fiercely, though the reason why it worked was not understood at the time. Such furnaces were considered high technology in the late eighteenth century, so much so that Diderot included a diagram of one in his Encylopedie. Sir Kenelm’s brilliance combined with James Howell’s practical knowledge to develop a new stronger bottle. The new bottles were bulbous with a deep punt (indentation) on the bottom from where the blowpipe was fixed. They were dark from the coal smoke with a long cylindrical neck. They looked a little like an onion. You can see bottles like them in the Vintner’s Hall in the City of London.

Under licence from Mansell, Digby opened a furnace at Newnham-on-Severn near the Forest of Dean where there was a plentiful supply of coal. Here he pioneered production of the new strong glass bottles. Sir Kenelm never patented his invention and other contemporary glassworks began making similar bottles. The new bottles were not only stronger but, because they were made in quantity, they were cheaper too. In one year 36,000 were made in Mansell’s glassworks in Newcastle alone. After the Restoration in 1661 a glassmaker called James Colnett tried to obtain a patent from the new Royal government for these strong bottles but was opposed by a group of peers, John Vinian, Robert Ward, Edward Percival and Robert Sadler, who insisted that it was Digby’s invention. This sort of glass became known in France as verre anglais and German sparkling wine producers still refer to the thick material needed for their products as English glass.

Meanwhile imported wine to put in these new bottles was becoming increasingly expensive. England’s expansionist and commercial ambitions put her at odds with her neighbours. For much of the seventeenth century England managed to be at war with France, the Netherlands and Spain, often all three at the same time. In order to break the Dutch commercial grip on England, Cromwell passed the Navigation Act of 1651. It meant that only English ships would be allowed to bring goods into English ports. This was designed to punish the Dutch but, as they controlled the trade in all German and a great deal of French wine, it made these wines very scarce in England.5

Following the Restoration, Charles II instituted his own series of Navigation Acts in 1660 which were to endure until the nineteenth century. In 1667 all wine from France was prohibited completely from sale in England. By early 1680 the official importation of French wines was practically nil. Of course wine would have been smuggled in but this contraband would have been expensive. Even when wine was available some argued that England should be self-sufficient. What was needed was an alternative to wine.

Cider had been made in Britain since the Romans introduced apple trees but now producers, especially in the south-west of the country where growing conditions were ideal, started to make something akin to wine from apples. One cider enthusiast, John Evelyn, put together a book entitled Pomona that became a sort of bible for the new wave of cider. In it he wrote, “Our design is relieving the want of wine, by a succedaneum of Cider.”

Cider was classed as farm produce and so didn’t command any taxes at all. Cider would also free up grain for bread from beer-making duties. Growing apple-tree orchards was becoming a patriotic duty. Just as Dom Pérignon was experimenting with the best grape varieties, so these West Country notables experimented with apple varieties. The best of these was called Redstreak, also known as the Scudamore Crab after Sir John Scudamore, Viscount of Sligo and Ambassador to the French Court. He picked up an interest in French fruit and cider whilst fulfilling his ambassadorial duties. Redstreak was inedible as it was very high in tannin and extremely hard, but it was perfect for making fine ciders designed for keeping. A visiting Italian prince referred to this cider as “Vin de Scudamore”.

In the seventeenth century cider wasn’t the cheap drink that it is today as apples were difficult to press. You needed a powerful mechanical press to extract the juice, which only the rich could have afforded to own in seventeenth-century England. There were no commercial cider producers. James Lane at Gospel Green showed me his press from the 1860s which would have been very similar to ones used by Scudamore and others. It’s an enormous contraption of wood and iron and can take half a tonne of fruit at a time. Before pressing the apples have to be crushed into a purée and spread on the press layered with hessian sacks. James Lane uses a machine not dissimilar to a wood chipper to mash the apples, but this would have to have been done by hand in Scudamore’s day. It was long and labour-intensive work compared with brewing beer or making wine.

Scudamore was the archetypal leisured English gentleman. His income from his vast estates gave him time to pursue his own interests. In some landowners these might have been some sort of debauchery or perhaps hunting, but for many of the day it was the pursuit of scientific discovery. While on the Continent proto-scientists would have been affiliated with universities or the state, British science owes much to wealthy amateurs such as Scudamore, Digby and, much later, Charles Darwin. Thomas Sprater, Bishop of Rochester, in his History of the Royal Society, referred to members as “gentlemen, free and confined”. Free in many senses of the word, but mainly free from having to labour and free from interference from the Crown. Their security both financial and otherwise came from a changing attitude to the land that was peculiar to Britain. Previously nobles or gentry would have been lords over the land, owing allegiance to the king and at the same time a responsibility towards the peasantry. They didn’t in the modern, legal sense own the land; it belonged to the Crown and they could be deprived of it at any time. By 1640, however, the last ties of feudalism had been cut. Much of the money that had been paid by landowners to the Crown now came from an excise on beer which was mainly paid for by the working classes. This became the standard way of raising money and persists to this day. Whenever governments need money, the first things they tax are the pleasures of the working man. Locke’s Treatises of Civil Government of 1689 proclaims the victory of the absolute ownership of land.

Scudamore’s high quality cider would have been made from the first pressing of the fruit, as the best wines, olive oils and indeed ciders are produced today. Other sophisticated techniques used at the time included frequent racking6 to preserve some unfermented sugar. The apples could also be left to dehydrate either outside or in barns to concentrate the sugars rather as some grapes are left to dry to create sweet wines. Scudamore’s cider was high in alcohol, probably about 11 per cent, with an elegant flavour. Its reputation quickly spread. John Worlidge in his book Vitum Brittanicum or a treatise on cider of 1676, a book that advocated cider as Britain’s answer to wine, mentioned how “a barrel of Redstreak surpassed the best Spanish and French wines”. He went on to note that a hogshead (110 gallons) of this cider went for £8 or £20 if it was two or three years old. This was a similar price to the best Canary sack.7 Cider was not only commanding high prices, but was improved with age like the best wine. There are stories of competitions between vintners and cider-makers where their respective products would be tasted blind, with the home-grown product triumphing unanimously.8 The lower orders were either given the good stuff watered down or drank something fermented from apples that had already been pressed mixed with water known as Ciderkin. Most modern ciders are closer to Ciderkin than good seventeenth-century cider, which was normally spelt “cyder”. This is how James Lane at Gospel Green spells the name of his product, as do Aspall’s in Suffolk.

Thanks to the new bottles, these West Country cider lords were able to experiment with making their product sparkling. The next bit of high technology needed to capture the bubbles was oddly enough the cork. At the time champagne did not have corks. They had been used by the Romans, but the technology had been partially lost,9 and instead the Champenois would have used paper and wax to “cork” their bottles. Portugal was and still is the world’s largest producer of cork and Britain’s good relations with the Portuguese later enshrined in the Methuen Treaty of 1703 meant that there was always a plentiful supply of it. Digby experimented with corking bottles and leaving them to mature. This would have been impossible with the old-style bottles as forcing a cork in securely could well have broken the bottle. We know that Lord Scudamore also experimented with bottles and corks. There is a drinking glass in the Museum of London that belonged to him which looks suspiciously like a champagne flute, a glass designed to capture expensively created bubbles. It was made in London some time between 1642 and 1660 with an “S” for Scudamore and some exquisitely drawn apples engraved upon it.

Digby was one of the pioneers of this rarefied new cider as outlined in his snappily titled The Closet of the Eminently Learned Sir Kenelme Digbie Knight Opened.10 In this book he describes how to make a strong sparkling cider for bottling. Naturally Redstreak is the preferred apple and, after corking, he outlines methods for storing the bottles, keeping them cool to minimise the risk of explosion. In cold weather they were to be kept in hay to stop them freezing, in hot weather kept in sand to prevent the fermentation getting too vigorous. In Vitum Brittanicum, Worsley also mentions techniques for keeping the fermenting cider cool by storing it in running water and even describes a method of placing it upside down in order to catch the spent yeasts in the bottleneck a full 150 years before Madame Clicquot pioneered this technique in Champagne.

Digby and others also experimented with distillation to make cider brandy. This was a West Country speciality that has been revived today by Julian Temperley of the Somerset Cider Brandy Company. He told me about an intriguing drink called Royal Cider that was like a kind of port made from apples. A hogshead of still fermenting cider would be mixed with a hogshead of cider brandy to create something very sweet and strong.

Other members of the Royal Society took an interest in cider and winemaking. John Locke himself, the father of empiricism, travelled through France and wrote extensively about the vineyards of Bordeaux. The greatest minds in the country turned themselves to studying and perfecting alcoholic drinks. It was as if Stephen Hawking’s real interest was not astrophysics but homebrew. It was soon noted that the bubbles would be all the more vigorous if extra sugar was added to fuel the secondary fermentation. John Beale from Herefordshire cider country and formerly of King’s College, Cambridge, read a paper to the Royal Society on 10 December 1662 where he described putting a “walnut of sugar” into bottled cider. This is about 20 grams of sugar, roughly the dosage (amount of sugar added) of modern dry champagne. A paper on cider was read to the Royal Society by Sir Paul Neil on 8 July 1663. This was concerned with how much leftover yeast should be left in the cider when bottled: too much and the fermentation would be too violent; “it may be possible to drive out the corks, or break the bottles.”

The man who is credited with applying these techniques to wine rather than cider was Christopher Merret. Born in 1615 in Gloucestershire in the heart of cider country, Merret was educated at Gloucester Hall, Oxford, the same college as Sir Kenelm Digby. He trained to be a physician and was another founder member of the Royal Society. There are mentions of Merret in Pepys’s diary. In one meeting on 11 January 1666, along with John Wilkins, another founder member of the Royal Society, Pepys describes his time with Merret as being “so sober and so ingenious”. The other mention shows Merret a little worse for wear on 22 January at the Crowne Tavern in London where they stayed “late till poor Dr. Merret was drunk, and so all home and I to bed”.

Like Sir Kenelm Digby, Merret was interested in the production of glass and contributed much to creating strong glass through his 1662 translation of Antonio Neri’s The Art of Glass – a seminal Venetian work on glass making. But it was a paper that he gave to the Royal Society on 17 December 1662 called Some Observations Concerning the Ordering of Wines that stakes his place in history. In this paper he describes some faults that appear in wines and how to remedy them. Some seem a little unusual to modern ears such as adding beetroot11 to red wines that have lost their colour, whereas others are still normal practice such as adding egg whites to wines to remove impurities. Amongst these helpful hints, there is this line: “Our wine coopers of recent times use vast quantities of sugar and molasses to all sorts of wines to make them drink brisk and sparkling.”

This is how champagne is made. It would appear that Merret himself did not invent the technique as the way he describes it suggests that it was common practice to do this at the time. He was, however, the first person to write about it, hence his reputation as the godfather of champagne. There is an English sparkling wine made by Ridgeview called Cuvée Merret. By the late seventeenth century all the ingredients were in place in England to make a drink much like modern champagne. Wine from Champagne would have been brought over to England. The English market would have preferred the white wines made from the Chardonnay grape that had a greater propensity to sparkle rather than the red or reddish Pinot Noir-based wines suitable for ageing that Dom Pérignon strived for. Thanks to Sir Kenelm Digby the wines could then be bottled safely in the new strong glass and would either have had sugar added to them as per Merret’s described method or left to re-ferment naturally in the bottle. Due to the writings of the cider lords, experimenters with bubbles would know of the value of storing these wines under cork in a cool stable environment. These were the first sparkling champagnes mentioned in Etherege’s comedy.

These wines, however, were not reliable. Sometimes there would be no fizz and sometimes the bottles would explode. It would have to wait until the nineteenth century for the ingenuity of Madame Clicquot in Champagne and the work of the scientists Louis Pasteur and Jean-Antoine Chaptal with yeast and sugar to perfect the technique. The English may have been the first to deliberately make them sparkle, but it was the French who perfected the technique and enabled champagne to be mass-produced.

Merret’s life ended in disgrace when he was accused by the Royal College of Physicians of stealing property from them during the Great Fire of 1666. And what happened to the aristocratic ciders? Despite all the papers written, they were never more than a minority interest. They were also an answer to a problem that had largely gone away by the time they were created. By the time William III took the throne in 1689, England was importing significant quantities of wine from her oldest ally, Portugal. This special relationship was codified in the Methuen Treaty of 1703 which led to the establishment of a British colony in Oporto and the creation of a new drink, port, in which powerful Portuguese wine was made stronger still by adding brandy: much more to the English taste than 10 per cent cider.

DRINKING THE EMPIRE

Cider has a bad reputation in England as it’s used for what are essentially cider-style drinks made from concentrate, flavouring and water with no whole apples. Avoid anything that isn’t made from whole apples. The ambition to make a serious cider never entirely went away. There were adverts in the Calcutta Gazette for strong ciders especially for the Indian market. Bulmer’s used to make a “Super Champagne Cider de Luxe”. Drinks such as these died out or were bastardised by mass-production methods in the 1960s. Now, with the explosion of interest in cider, they’re back. A number of producers around the country are now making ciders inspired by Digby and Scudamore.

Ashridge Devon bottle-fermented cider

It tastes nothing like champagne; instead it is a very elegant West Country cider complete with some tannin and a little scrumpy-like funkiness, but with the most elegant little bubbles and the taste lingers in the mouth beautifully.

Kingston Black Burrow Hill bottle-fermented cider

This is probably quite close to what Digby et al were striving for. It’s vinous with well-developed bubbles, but also has some quite firm tannins that cry out for a piece of mature cheddar.

The company that makes this is called the Somerset Cider Brandy Company. The owner, Julian Temperley, has revived the tradition of making top quality spirit from apples. He also makes a drink called Pomona which is a blend of unfermented apple juice and cider rather like Pommeau produced in Normandy and Brittany.

Gospel Green Sparkling Cider (it’s a vintage drink – I tried the 2013)

This is very different from the West Country ones as it’s made from eating and cooking apples rather than bittersweet cider apples. At 8.5 per cent it’s dry, elegant and beautifully balanced and considerably closer to a wine than a cider. It’s much nicer than most proseccos and cavas and, indeed, many champagnes. The company that can produce something of this quality but in Moët-like quantities and market it as England’s answer to champagne will be rich. It just needs a catchy name.

Aspall’s

The Chevallier family from Jersey tried to grow vines in Suffolk and failed, so planted apples instead in 1728. They do sometimes make a bottle-fermented cider, but it’s not available that often. Their ubiquitous dry Cyder, note spelling, is an excellent wine-style drink tasting of clean green apples.

Finally, I should mention that England now makes some good home-grown sparkling wines from the classic champagne varieties, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier. The best of these wines can be superb, especially with some bottle age. Some, however, can be searingly acidic without much pleasure. None are cheap. Good producers include Henners, Nyetimber, Ridgeview, Gusbourne and the appropriately named Digby.



1 Approximately 6,000 trees were used to make HMS Victory, Nelson’s flagship.

2 The mercantile flair of the Huguenots would prove a great asset to England and loss to France. Names such as Tanqueray in gin and Delaforce in port are Huguenots.

3 He was cleared of murdering her but he may have killed her inadvertently by dosing her with so-called viper wine – a youth balm made from the internal organs of a viper. Because you’re worth it!

4 Later Howell was to feel the full effect of Digby’s “Powder of Sympathy”. Howell was seriously wounded when he tried to break up a duel and Digby treated him with the magic powder. Howell wrote later how a “pleasing kind of freshnesse, as it were a wet cold napkin did spread over my hand”.

5 Scotland could and did still import claret as they weren’t at war with France or the Netherlands.

6 Moving to a new barrel and leaving yeast in the bottom of the old.

7 Strong sweet sherry-style wine from the Canary Islands.

8 I was sceptical about these competitions because surely wine is so different from cider that you can’t really compare them. Then I tried Gospel Green from Sussex which most people probably wouldn’t even recognise as cider.

9 Corks were being used further south in France in Limoux to make a distinctive sparkling wine that you can still buy today. In fact the Limounais claim that they “invented” sparkling wine.

10 Interestingly enough this book contains a recipe from our old friend St-Evremond for Potage de Santé.

11 Sugar from sugar beet is an essential ingredient in most French wines nowadays.



OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		Introduction


		1 Cider, Science and Champagne


		2 Port Wine and Politics


		3 Puritans!


		4 Marsala, Nelson’s Wine


		5 Le Style Anglais


		6 The Devil’s Drink


		7 Everlasting Wines


		8 Old Soldiers and Sailors


		9 World Beers


		10 Gin Palaces


		11 Ice


		12 Cognac


		13 Claret, England’s Wine


		14 Adulteration


		15 Champagne and Restaurants


		16 Whisky, the Spirit of the Empire


		17 The Decline of Irish Whiskey


		18 Did Britain Ruin Australian Wine?


		Afterword


		Acknowledgements


		Bibliography


		Index







Guide



		Cover


		Start








OEBPS/images/title.png
HENRY
JEFFREYS






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BRITISH HISTORY THROUGH
THE BOITOM OF A GLASS

SATHNAM
SANGHERA
GUARDIAN






OEBPS/images/f0011-01.png





