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Foreword


I congratulate Jeff on this important book. Having a good understanding of the basics of wine gives rise to a better appreciation of those subtle nuances one discovers when enjoying it. Myriad details and much hard work ultimately unite to make wine the most delicious and pleasurable of beverages. From Vines to Wines helps provide you with the knowledge you need to become a winegrower in the best sense of the word.


I have always used the term winegrower rather than winemaker because it better expresses my belief that the personality of great wine is a manifestation of its terroir — the distinct soil, climate, and people involved in the process. The love of wine is inextricably linked to a respect for the land and what it brings us. Wine is grown, and we meticulously cultivate our vineyards to ensure that eventually there is a clear sense of place in the glass. The terroir provides the character potential for the wine, the vintage provides a unique personality, and we then interpret those distinctions in our own style.


I have always been a great believer of research, so that we can continue to gain valuable insight into farming practices that help us produce wines of concentration, elegance, and rich varietal character. For example, we have learned volumes from preserving our old vines, many of which are still producing exceptional wines of great depth and complexity. We have learned that high-density planting produces richer, more flavorful wines. We carefully match clones and rootstocks to specific soils and climates. We know that gentle handling throughout the entire process is vitally important. Finally, our belief in sustainable farming affects everything we do — as we are committed to being stewards of the land so that it remains rich and healthy for many generations to come.


The intrigue of wine is unlimited. As a winegrower, I have the great pleasure to observe the varied moods of a single wine in its lifetime — on the vine, in the fermenter, during its aging in barrel and in bottle, and in a glass throughout the course of a meal. With frequent tastings, we can see through these changes in the wine’s mood (as well as our own) and understand its exciting potential.


This is the joy of wine. May it continue to bring grace to your table and zest to your life.


— Tim Mondavi, winegrower and co-owner,Continuum Estate Winery





Preface


Fresh grapes and wine are perhaps the most luscious foods we mortals encounter during our sojourn here. That’s a big part of the unique affinity between grapevines and humankind. That’s how the vine has tempted us to take it down from the wild trees, to protect it and work with it, so we can have its fruit at will.


The vine repays our care with lavish benefits. For three days after drinking a bottle of 1969 Chambertin, the sun and blood of Burgundy drenched my aura. The memory of the taste lingered.


Vines splurge on flavor in those very climates that are most hospitable to humans — northern California and southern France, for two outstanding examples. They seem to be luring us, coaxing us to stay and care for them, suggesting how good life can be in those places.


Not every climate ripens the most flavorful grape varieties so slowly and perfectly. But every place has its potential: in the colder regions east of Paris the vignerons take their high-acid, low-sugar underripe grapes and transmute them into Champagne. In Austria, where hard freezes hit clusters still hanging on the vine, they make eiswein.


In the United States, we’ve hardly begun to explore our viticultural potential. Who knows what vinous treasures could flow from the south-facing shale and slate hills of eastern Pennsylvania or from the fertile, stony soils of the Ozarks? Our Lafites and Romanée-Contis are undiscovered beneath forests and fences. Or, possibly, they’re waiting for us in our backyards.


In wine-growing areas you see the vines stretched on their trellises, their arms wide open in welcome, or, in a different light, resembling rows of the crucified. In winter, there are the bones: black and dead-looking trunks waiting to be reborn in new green flesh. The new growth creates the grapes, develops them over a summer, and finishes its work with sugar and perfume. The ripe grapes can be transformed into wine (a totally transcendent change that couldn’t be predicted from knowledge of grape juice alone), but only with the intervention of man or woman to perform the practical rituals of winemaking. Wine is truly a collaboration of vine and human, and the consummation of their affinity.


Winemaking meshes a person into some of the cycles of the vine. But to also grow the vines and control all aspects of the process that leads to wine enmeshes one completely. And once so enmeshed, the grower reattaches to the earth. Thank goodness one doesn’t have to sit in zazen on Mount Shasta to achieve this state. It can be as simple as having a relationship with a bunch of grapes.


The relationship, however, requires the sensitivity and affection that characterize a human affair. Whether man or woman, you are the husband of the grapes. You have to understand your partner’s needs and fulfill them. If you’ve chosen a variety suited to your soil and climate, your taste and temperament, the result can express both your property and yourself in subtly telling ways for those who can appreciate the expression. A bottle of homemade wine speaks of your industry before it’s opened and the quality of your taste after it’s opened.


I’m writing this introduction on a hillside overlooking the Napa Valley above St. Helena. Below me are thousands of acres of vines, just showing the new shoots of spring. Here’s a whole valley exploring this relationship, a whole society devoted to perfecting the wine.


Good wine flows freely here. The people are friendly and open. Is it possible to be this close to nature in its grandest forms, both cultivated and natural, and not be that way?


Flowers, especially roses, go with wine, and as I walked the neighborhood streets in St. Helena this morning, roses toppled in bushels from treetops and hedges. Before lunch, I hiked a trail into the mountains. This is Napa at its most verdant. Columbine, iris, wild geranium, and so many other flowers cultivated with such care in America’s flower gardens grow wild here, in little patches in the woods, or showing among the wild oats. A single iris by the trail, delft blue and bone white. A group of carmine columbines scattered down a slope of lichen-covered dead wood.


Because of the quality of the wines made here, people pay attention to their food. I know of no other small town in America that has as many world-class restaurants as Yountville, just south of St. Helena.


There’s something wonderfully human and concise about this town’s dedication to flowers, wine, and food. The community makes its own wines and profits from it. There’s a reason for this place. It’s where the good stuff comes from.


I’m in the Napa Valley looking for correspondences to my vineyard over the mountains in Sonoma County, and for clues to the attitude the best growers and home winemakers in this wine-drenched culture carry to their task. The attitude, I’m finding, is one of love for the grapevines: one must really care for them as well as take care of them.


“Handle the vine like a man, the wine like a woman,” Ed Lino told me. Ed retired from the sea to grow grapes in Calistoga in the northernmost part of the valley over 35 years ago. He talks to his vines. “Now little feller,” he says to a spindly chardonnay, “you’ll have to do better than this.” He pours another glass of Portagee Pete, as he calls the pink wine he makes from lightly crushed cabernet sauvignon, and declares, “The best wine to drink in the whole world is homemade wine.” He should know. And I agree with him.


I’m writing this book to express my enthusiasm for the backyard vineyard and basement bodega. It’s ritual: doing the same things year after year at their prescribed times. It’s myth: some spirit of the wine definitely joins the party if the door’s not closed. It’s sacrament: the miraculous transformation of rainwater into grape juice into wine gets my blessing. The way is open for anyone with the proper conditions to discover this great plant-human collaboration.







Introduction: Making Wine


Before we strike off into grape-growing and winemaking territory, an orientation will be helpful. First, I’ve included a glossary of all terms you will encounter. Second, Table 1: An Overview of the Major Steps shows the major steps in the process, describes their purpose, and lists special equipment you may need to carry them out. All these steps are explained in detail in the chapters that follow.




Glossary


Acetobacter. A bacterium that changes alcohol to acetic acid (vinegar) in the presence of air; hence the need to keep air away from wine.


Aging. Storing wine to allow it to mature.


Airlock. A device that allows gas to escape from a vessel containing wine, but allows no air to enter.


Aisle. The vineyard floor between the rows of grapes.


Anther. The male structure of the grape flower. It produces pollen.


Arm. Permanent wood on a grapevine from which fruiting wood is grown. The French term is cordon.


Aroma. The smell of the grape variety used in a given wine. If there’s no varietal smell but there is a grapey smell, the aroma is termed vinous.


Basal. Toward the base, or older wood on a grapevine.


Bed. The prepared soil in which the grapevines are planted.


Berry. An individual grape.


Bleeding. The running of sap from a cut-off cane, arm, or trunk.


Blending. Mixing two or more wines together for adjustment of flavor, acid, or aromas in the finished wine.


Body. A certain fullness of feel in the mouth imparted by a well-made wine; a full structure in the taste of a wine.


Botrytis. A mold that attacks grapes. Under special climatic conditions, it can concentrate the flavors and sugars and produce superior wine.


Bouquet. The smells in wine that develop in the bottle and are especially detectable when a wine is well aged.


Brix. A measure of the percentage of sugar in the grape juice or must.


Calcareous. A soil with a lot of calcium compounds in it, such as limestone or chalk soils. Preferred in Europe for fine wine grapes.


Calyptra. The covering of the emerging grape flower.


Cane. One-year-old grape wood.


Cap. Residue of skins and grape particles that float on the must during primary fermentation.


Capsule. A foil covering for the top of a wine bottle.


Carboy. A 5-gallon (19 L) bottle, such as that used for bottled-water coolers. Used extensively in the home winemaking process.


Chaptalizing. Adding sugar to crushed grapes of deficient natural sugar.


Cluster. Flowering and, subsequently, fruiting organ of the grapevine.


Cluster thinning. Technique whereby some clusters are removed early in the year from emerging shoots. Used to control the size of the eventual crop and to hasten ripening.


Cold stabilization. Chilling wine to about 30°F (−1°C) so that potassium bitartrate crystals precipitate out.


Compost. Partially rotted vegetable matter used as a fertilizer and soil conditioner under the vines.


Cordon. See arm.


Corolla. Individual grape flower before it blossoms.


Cover crop. Plants grown in a vineyard’s aisles to cover the soil.


Crushing. Crushing and smashing fresh grapes to a pulp to release the juice prior to fermentation.


Cultivar. Horticultural shorthand for “cultivated variety.” Same meaning as variety; i.e., a kind or type of grapevine, such as cabernet sauvignon.


Cultivation. Weeding, fertilizing, and otherwise caring for a plant.


Disgorgement. The process of removing sediment from sparkling wine that has been fermented in the bottle.


Dry wine. A wine in which almost all the sugar, or all the sugar, has been fermented to alcohol. Any wine with less than 0.5 percent sugar.


Enology. The science of winemaking.


Extended maceration. The practice of delaying the pressing of red wine to increase the extraction of flavor and color components.


Fertilization. Adding plant nutrients to the soil.


Filtering. Running wine through a filter to remove sediment or yeast.


Fining. The process of adding a substance to wine to clear it of cloudiness.


Fruitful bud. A bud that will grow into a shoot with flowers and fruit on it.


Fruiting cane. A cane of one-year-old wood that has fruitful buds.


Graft. To splice together two different grape woods.


Herbaceousness. In wine tasting, a vegetable taste. In grape growing, herbaceous growth is green and succulent.


Humus. Fully decayed organic matter that adds structure and nutrients to a soil.


Hydrometer. An instrument for measuring the specific gravity of liquid.


Internode. The portion of a shoot or cane between the nodes.


Lateral shoot. A shoot that develops from another shoot during the growing season. Usually trimmed off.


Lees. Sediment in the fermenting or finished wine.


Legs. Rills of wine that form on the sides of a wineglass.


Malolactic fermentation. A beneficial fermentation in wine caused by Oenococcus oeni bacteria. It changes malic acid to lactic acid, softening the taste. It may happen naturally but is usually induced by the winemaker.


Mulch. Any covering for bare soil, from black plastic to grass clippings or spoiled hay.


Must. A mixture of crushed grapes, juice, stems, and skins. The term refers to this mixture from the time the grapes are crushed until the mixture is pressed.


Node. The lumpy, regularly spaced places on a cane or shoot from which leaves and fruit clusters form. Where the buds are.


Oaking. Adding oak flavors to a wine by aging the wine in an oak barrel or soaking chips of oak in the wine.


Overcropping. Allowing too many fruit clusters to form, which will weaken the vine.


Oxidation. The combination of air with components of fresh juice or wine. Some oxidation is desirable in the early part of the fermentation, but oxidation is not desirable at all later in the process, as it causes browning and reduces wine quality.


Pedicel. The stem that attaches the grape berries to a cluster.


Peduncle. The stem that attaches the grape cluster to the shoot.


pH. A measure of the intensity of acidity in a liquid, such as wine. It measures the concentration of hydrogen ions.


Pomace. The solid waste left after the juice is pressed out of the must.


Pressing. Using a grape press to squeeze the juice or wine from a must.


Primary fermentation. The initial, rapid fermentation during which about two-thirds of the sugar in the must is converted by yeast to alcohol.


Pruning. Cutting off any portion of a grapevine. Usually refers to the cutting back of aerial parts in the late winter to control vine size, vigor, or crop.


Punching down. Mixing the cap on a must down into the juice or fermenting wine. Done at least twice a day during the primary fermentation.


Racking. Siphoning wine from one container to another to separate the wine from the lees.


Residual sugar. Sugar left in a wine after fermentation is finished.


Retronasal aromas. The smells of a wine that are detected when they enter the nasal cavity from the back; that is, they waft into the nose from behind the palate.


Riddling. Periodically shaking and tilting bottles of sparkling wine before disgorgement to settle the sediment against the crown cap.


Rim. The thin edge of a wine in a tilted glass. The rim color is a measure of age and quality.


Rootstock. Roots of a grape variety to which fruiting wood is grafted. Rootstocks are usually chosen for their resistance to soil-borne diseases or pests, or because they grow well in certain soil types.


Row. A length of lined-up grapevines.


Scion. Wood that’s grafted to a rootstock or to aerial parts of a growing vine.


Secondary fermentation. The slower fermentation, accomplished away from air, that reduces sugar left after primary fermentation to alcohol.


Shoot. The growing structure that emerges from buds on a grapevine and becomes summer’s fruiting cane. Shoots are herbaceous and carry leaves, fruit clusters, and tendrils.


Shoot thinning. Pruning out extraneous shoots during the growing season so more light can reach the clusters.


Spur. Dormant fruiting cane pruned to five buds or less.


Stemmer-crusher. A machine that removes stems from clusters of grapes and crushes grapes to make a must.


Stemming. Removing stems from clusters of grapes before or after crushing.


Sticking. A stoppage of fermentation before the sugar is entirely converted to alcohol, usually due to yeast dying off from lack of nutrients or to chilling. Stuck fermentations can often be restarted.


Stigma. The female portion of a grape flower that accepts a pollen grain.ally due to yeast dying off from lack of nutrients or to chilling. Stuck fermentations can often be restarted.


Stock. Vegetative material for planting, such as grape stock for planting in a vineyard. Also short for rootstock.


Sulfiting. Adding potassium metabisulfite to a must to kill or stun unwanted yeasts. Wine yeasts are tolerant of the amounts of sulfite added to a must.


Tannin. A bitter phenolic substance contained primarily on grape seeds and in grape stems. Tannin preserves long-lived wines, eventually linking with other compounds in the wine to produce color, aroma, and flavor compounds when the wine reaches maturity.


Teinturier. A grape variety used to add color to a wine.


Tendril. A grapevine’s anchoring growths. They arise from shoots and wind around trellis wires.


Titratable acidity. A measure of the amount of total acid in a must or wine, expressed as its tartaric acid content.


Topping up. Adding a second and similar wine to a vessel to fill it up, when the wine you have doesn’t reach the top.


Trace elements. Plant nutrients that are needed in very small amounts but are crucial to plant health nevertheless. Zinc, manganese, iron, and magnesium are examples.


Training. Tying and pruning vines to achieve a desired shape on a trellis.


Trellis. A support for grapevines that maximizes the amount of sunlight the vines receive.


Trunk. The aerial part of the grapevine that emerges from the soil and gives rise to arms and their fruiting canes.


Variety. Same as cultivar.


Véraison. The point in a grape berry’s development when it first begins to turn color during ripening.


Vigor. Intensity of a vine’s growth.


Vinify. To ferment; i.e., to charge a solution containing sugar with yeast. The yeast then converts the sugar to alcohol and carbon dioxide gas.


Vintage. There are several meanings. Vintage may refer to the crop of any given year. It is sometimes used to refer to the crops of years of exceptionally fine quality, such as with vintage Port or vintage Champagne. It also may refer in general to the harvest of grapes from a vineyard.


Viticulture. The science of growing grapes.


Yeast. One-celled plants that grow naturally on grape skins and convert sugar to alcohol. Yeast is the catalyst that changes grape juice to wine. Special strains of yeast are used in fine winemaking and are available commercially.







Table 1 An Overview of the Major Steps





Vineyard Preparation


The steps below should be done prior to planting and are best completed the fall before new vines are planted.


Selecting the Grape Variety


Primary Objective: To find a grape that will produce wine to your taste, and that will ripen properly in your climate and on your soils.


Special Equipment: none




Choosing a Vineyard Site


Primary Objective: To find the place on your property that will get optimum sun to the vine while minimizing frost dangers.


Special Equipment: none




Preparing the Soil


Primary Objective: To prepare the soil for the grapevines in advance. It should be dug deeply, and fertilized if necessary, for young vines to make their best growth.


Special Equipment: The digging can be done by hand, but a backhoe will save your back.




Constructing a Trellis


Primary Objective:  To give grapes proper trellising to achieve maximum berry quality.


The trellis type will depend on the grape variety.


Special Equipment: Stakes, end posts, wire, and wire anchors.




Training the Vines


Training can take from two to four years, although three years is most common. There is little grape production during this time.


Planting the Vines


Primary Objective:  To give bare-rooted planting stock the best possible start.


Special Equipment: Pruning shears




Training the Vines to the Trellis


Primary Objective:  To help the vines develop a strong trunk and arms that can support fruiting canes, and train them for optimum sun exposure on the trellis.


Special Equipment: none





Vineyard Management





Cluster Thinning


Cluster thinning takes place in the spring, and harvest in late summer or fall.


Primary Objective: To prevent overcropping and subsequent weakening of the vines, and to hasten ripening.


Special Equipment: none


*Cluster thinning takes place in the spring, and harvest in late summer or fall.




Controlling pests


Primary Objective: To prevent diseases and pest damage.


Special Equipment: A sprayer




Harvest Day




Harvesting Ripe Grapes


Primary Objective: To pick the wine grapes when they have optimum levels of sugar, acid, and pH.


Special Equipment: A hydrometer, an acid test kit, and access to a pH meter




Crushing the Grapes


Primary Objective: To release juice, color, and flavor components from the grapes in preparation for fermentation.


Special Equipment: A grape crusher is useful for large batches (over 50 gallons), but the crushing can be done by hand (or foot).




Adding Sulfite


Primary Objective: To stun or kill wild and unwanted yeasts in the crushed grape must.


Special Equipment: Potassium metabisulfite powder or tablets




Primary Fermentation




Adding the Yeast


Primary Objective: To add yeast suited to your grapes and winemaking goals.


Special Equipment: Special wine yeasts




Primary Fermentation


Primary Objective: To produce a rapid fermentation of about two-thirds of the grape sugars; this takes a week or so.


Special Equipment: A primary fermentation vat, open topped, such as a stainless steel 55-gallon (208 L) drum




Pressing the Grapes


Primary Objective: To separate the wine from the skins, seeds, stems, and sediment. (Note that the pressing of white grapes is usually done before the primary fermentation.)


Special Equipment: A grape press, fine-mesh plastic pressing bag, funnel, and plastic hose





Secondary Fermentation


The primary and secondary fermentations and the first racking or two will take place from harvest through late fall or early winter.




Secondary Fermentation


Primary Objective: To ferment the remaining grape sugar to alcohol over two or three months.


Special Equipment: Five-gallon (19 L) glass carboys or an oak barrel, with airlocks




Racking


Primary Objective: To remove the wine from the deposits of sediment in the bottom of the secondary fermentation vessels.


Special Equipment: An extra carboy and a plastic siphon hose




Aging


White wines need at least six months and red wines a year of aging between the end of the secondary fermentation and bottling. Several rackings will be done during this period.




Aging


Primary Objective: To allow the young wine to settle down and begin to mature.


Special Equipment: A cool, dark storage area, not subject to wide temperature fluctuations




Bottling




Blending


Primary Objective: To correct color, acidity, or overly tannic wines, or to adjust oak flavors. Unless the blend will be better than any component wine, don’t blend.


Special Equipment: none




Bottling


Primary Objective: To get the wine into handy bottles for further storage and drinking.


Special Equipment: A siphon hose, corks, hand- corking machine, labels, and foil capsules


After bottling, the wine can age toward peak maturity in your cellar. Storage conditions must be cool, dark, and not subject to wide temperature changes. Most white wines will reach peak maturity in two or three years. Fine tannic reds may take five or more years. Good but ordinary reds will reach their peak anywhere from a year to three years after bottling.








Important Note


The information about winemaking contained in this book is, naturally enough, subject to differences of opinion and interpretation. Storey Publishing and I are not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services through the sale of this book. When expert assistance is required, the reader should seek the services of a competent professional.





Part 1




Selecting the Vines


The right wine-grape variety for you is the one that ripens well in your area.


Being a home winemaker is a lot like being an amateur opera singer. Both activities entertain friends. When done badly, reaction can range from disgust to token tolerance. When done competently, reaction ranges from enjoyment to admiration for the performer. When done with excellence, the audience will stare in disbelief, rise to applaud, and demand more.


The purpose of this book is to bring the reader swiftly and surely to the goal of excellence. As I am a longtime grower and winemaker myself, be prepared to hear me say how I did it, but don’t be tempted to follow. Rather, digest the information you find here and proceed as you see fit. Handling a living being such as a grapevine calls for skill and attention to detail. So does making wine. Both, to achieve excellence, must be done artfully. As all artists know, what works for one doesn’t necessarily work for another. Same materials, same physical laws, but — voilà! — here a Picasso, there a Van Gogh. There’s no way to teach the art; that comes from within. But if your enthusiasm waxes strong enough, art will break through. I’ve met many artists of the grape in my travels. All shared one common trait: they were determined, no matter what, to do their very best. It’s my hope that the material in this book will help you do your very best with this delicate task of home winemaking.





The Secrets of Good Wine


There’s a maxim among traveled wine drinkers that any wine tastes best in the region it comes from (and with that region’s food). If that’s true, then homemade wines must taste best when drunk at home, so if you are making exceptional wine to begin with, it doesn’t get any better than that. There are not many peak experiences available to us for the dollar or so our homemade wine costs. My personal peak experience came during a lunch a few years ago on a sweet, dry, sunny summer day. I knifed a ripe cheese made from our goat’s milk and slathered it on chunks of bread fresh from the oven, bread made from grain I’d ground by hand that morning. I washed it all down with a thick, oaky homemade Chancellor. All three foods are the product of predigestion by yeasts or bacteria. All three involve triple partners: goat, bacteria, and human; wheat, yeast, and human; grape, yeast, and human. Lunching in the center of such a maelstrom of interspecies cooperation and pregnant numerology, I never felt more at home nor more in the right place.


Auspicious years for humankind are often years of great excellence for wine, as the destinies of human and grape do seem forever intertwined. The immensely great year of 1945 springs to mind. Human and grape collectively sighed in relief at the end of the Second World War and went back to celebrating life with the finest vintage of the century.


“The secret of the wine is the grapes it’s made from,” says Bill Wagner, a longtime New York State winemaker whose Finger Lakes chardonnays can give any white wine a run for its money. The winemaker’s role is to protect and preserve the quality of good grapes right into the bottle. Jim Mitchell of Sakonnet Vineyards in Rhode Island, who does as good a job with French-American hybrid grapes as anyone, quotes these maxims:




	The most important elements of great wine are, first, the grape; second, the climate; third, the soil; and fourth, the skill of the winemaker — in that order.


	The best wines are made as far north as a particular grape variety will grow.


	To produce great wines, the vines must suffer, rather like athletes.







Pondering this last, Robert Weaver, professor of viticulture and enology at the University of California at Davis, says, “One viticultural theory is that a struggling vine produces better wine than one that has better growing conditions. If this is true, the reason may be that the struggling vine has smaller berries than the vine growing under more favorable conditions. Thus there is more skin (which contains more pigments, flavor, and tannins) per gallon of wine than when the grapes are larger.”


The elements for great wine are just the same for the home winemaker as for commercial wineries: The right grape variety in the right climate and soil achieves the right balance of sugar, acid, pH, and flavor components. When all these things come together, the results can be spectacular indeed. The world’s foremost example is the Sauternes produced at Château d’Yquem south of the city of Bordeaux. Speaking of this wine — an incredibly luscious, sweet, long-lasting, golden drink fit for toasting the Second Coming — Émile Peynaud, the renowned French enologist, said, “If you could measure a taste, an odor, you would find a number value for Yquem that is ten times greater than for a white wine. There is an intensity, a concentration, a richness, a complexity of odor and flavor completely unique.” Most wines can be imitated: “One can always copy them elsewhere,” Peynaud said. “But Yquem is absolutely inimitable. We haven’t even been able to imitate it in Sauternes.”


Wherever the property, there is a variety of grape that will produce the most excellent wine possible. Your task, long before the first bottles come to life in your cellar, is to identify that vine, for, as Doug Knapp, former president of the American Wine Society, says, “The grape makes the wine.” Attempts to produce a rich Napa-style cabernet in Minnesota may be doomed to failure, but perhaps that property could be the home of the finest Sabrevois in the world. So what if it’s not Yquem? It’s probably a much better Sabrevois than they can produce in Sauternes.





The Origin of Classic Wine Grapes


In order to find the perfect variety for you, it’s valuable to look for a moment at the original home of Vitis vinifera, the classic wine grape, to see what its habits and needs are and evaluate its potential for your place. V. vinifera varieties have the potential to make the greatest wines. In areas where they don’t ripen well or are otherwise hard to grow, hybrids of vinifera and American grapes (French-American hybrids) are often grown. American wine grape varieties by themselves can also be used.






The Evolution of Modern Wine Grapes


Winemaking as we know it began with native European vines of the species Vitis vinifera. Early explorers in the Americas found native North American grapes of the species V. labrusca, which seldom produced good wine.


Crosses between V. vinifera and V. labrusca were made in both North America and Europe to produce hybrids. Because most of this breeding work was done in France, many of these crosses are called French-American hybrids. They were developed to combine the wine quality of vinifera with the superior disease and cold resistance of labrusca.


Today the finest wines are still made from V. vinifera varieties, but there are also excellent French-American hybrids that grow well in the eastern United States.







Interestingly, vinifera is native to the same area of southwestern Russia as the original Indo-European peoples, whose prehistoric migrations carried the Indo-European language and the vinifera grape to all parts of the ancient world. Some scientists say the original home was around the Caspian Sea, while legend and tradition favor ancient Armenia. The philologists have the last word, however. The ancient Indo-Europeans most likely came from an area southeast of Poland and north of the Caspian Sea. The word sleuths know this because as the tribes migrated east to India, west to Greece, and north into Europe, they carried with them their language. They’ve discovered, for example, that there is a word for beech in Sanskrit, although no beech grows in India. It was obviously carried there by a people who came from a land where beech does grow. By closely examining words for flora and fauna in the modern Indo-European languages (current in all of Europe save for Finland, Hungary, and Turkey, and through much of the Middle East to India), they’ve located the original home in the place where that flora and fauna grow without cultivation. And it is precisely in this area that V. vinifera still grows wild. The vines grow wild in the trees. (Incidentally, I know a farmer near Bordeaux who grows vines on his fruit trees to this day.) According to the late Maynard Amerine, a foremost wine scientist in the United States, “The fruit of wild vinifera is palatable and the wine is of a quality comparable to that made from present cultivars.”


There’s evidence of vine cultivation six thousand years ago in the Near East, although there’s no evidence of any cultivation west of Greece until 1000 b.c. The westward movement of the vine then followed the ancient Phoenician sea routes. By the time of Christ, the first vineyards were being established along the Mosel River in Germany. The westward movement continued; it was only in 1958 that Vitis vinifera traveled across the Pacific from California and was first introduced to the Philippines.


As vinifera moves, local growers tend to cross it with native vines. This happened in the eastern United States in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, producing some excellent hybrids. In the Caribbean and Venezuela, vinifera and native V. caribaea vines have produced vigorous races of Criollas that suit that climate, opening the potential for a true grape culture.


Physical evidence of the migration of Indo-Europeans carrying their beloved grapes is supported by the philologists. In India, the Sanskrit word for wine is vena. In Italy, vino. It acquired an intercalary h as it became vinho in Portugal. Up north it became vin in France, wein in Germany, and wine in English. Although the words are different, they’re obviously variations of the original Indo-European word for wine. What that word was, nobody knows.


There are many biblical references to vines. One of the most well known is found in Numbers 13:23–24: “They came to the valley of Eshcol; there they cut off a vine branch with a cluster of grapes, which two men carried away on a pole, as well as pomegranates and figs. This place was called the valley of Eshcol after the clusters which the sons of Israel had cut there.” Eshcol is the Hebrew word for cluster. According to L. H. Bailey, the horticultural taxonomist, “Syrian is said to be the variety that the spies found in the land of promise. Clusters of 20 to 30 pounds (99–14 kg) are common to this coarse-growing kind, but its quality is so poor that it is now rarely grown.” After 40 years in the desert, I suppose the Israelites thought Syrian was just fine.


After thousands of years of history and migration, about six thousand varieties of grapes are now grown on 22 million acres (9 million hectares) worldwide. Despite this welter of grapestock, you can find the variety suited to your taste and land.





The Spirit of Grape Growers


But before looking for the perfect grape to marry, be aware that you’re entering into a human endeavor with a long history and a fine tradition of good humor. “The world of wine is united by a marvelous spirit of sharing and friendliness,” says Bern Ramey in his book on the great wine grapes. And I remember what one grape grower said to me as I browsed the equipment shelves in the Compleat Winemaker in St. Helena, California. Without prompting, he offered this cheerful observation: “It’s wonderful here. Everybody’s involved in winemaking in one way or another. Nobody’s jealous. Competitors share their knowledge, and they know how to have fun.” Having fun is what this is all about.





A Self-Education in Wine


Winemaking is an immediate, year-to-year business. Finding the right vine, on the other hand, can take years — although if you select the vines carefully, it’s possible to find the ideal vine on the first try. Then you must establish the vineyard and wait several years before it bears the kind of crops needed to make wine. When your vineyard does produce good crops, be prepared for them. Find a local source of fresh wine grapes now and start making wine as soon as it’s feasible. By the time the vineyard is producing, you’ll know how to treat the grapes after they ripen as well as before. The testing and waiting time will be a lot more fun if wine is flowing in this interim.




Recognizing Wine Quality


Understand from the outset that there’s no possibility of making a fine red Bordeaux unless you live there. Good California cabernet will forever come only from California. The pursuit of quality will not necessarily be furthered by imitating any existing wine. What we’re doing here is looking for unique wine of the highest quality.


To do that, it’s necessary to recognize the quality in your glass. And so, I’m setting you a pleasant task, which can be dispensed with only if your palate is already well educated — that is, if it’s familiar with the aromas and taste of a great Rheingau, a great Mosel, a great Champagne, a superb Burgundy (from Burgundy, of course), a great Médoc, a great Graves, and the best that Australia, Chile, Argentina, South Africa, California, and New York have to offer. There are many other fine wines from other areas, but knowing the quality that’s found in the best of these places leaves you in a position to recognize quality wherever it’s met and to go for it in the vineyard. The discriminating palate is the critical palate, and it’s sad to see someone wrinkle up his or her nose at a fine wine, not because it’s bad, but because of the lack of education of that palate. Cheap, drinkable jug wines are to be had, and serve their purpose. But quality bears an inverse relationship to the size of the advertising budget. The task, then, is to invest in the refinement as well as the education of your palate, especially by looking for properly aged wines from the best years. It will do no good to buy a bottle of the finest Bordeaux at high cost if it comes from a dismal year. Rather, if you’re going to spend on the best, consult a vintage chart to help make sure it is the best — that is, a first-growth from a good year with enough age to be at its peak. Areas like Bordeaux, Burgundy, the eastern United States, and the Pacific Northwest have chancy summer weather. Some years are great, some good, some not so good, and some are just awful. California’s wine country, on the other hand, has fairly reliable and steady summer weather. That means that almost every year is a great year there, and the vintage dates, while meaningful, are not as important as they are in the areas of variable weather.


For some years I didn’t think California reds aged as well as French reds. That was, perhaps, because not enough time had elapsed that it was possible to taste older California reds. Now I’ve tasted many, and they indeed age beautifully, although perhaps faster than classic French reds. Great French reds are very much like flowers in their aging process. For years they are like buds: tightly closed, filled with promise. Slowly the tannins fall away, and the flower opens, spilling its perfume and fruit. And then its moment passes; it slowly fades into unpalatability. For my parents’ 50th wedding anniversary, I bought two bottles of 1926 Pichon Lalande, a very high-class Pauillac. I decided to keep one and give them the other. My bottle had faded and wasn’t worth drinking. Miraculously, theirs was glorious, like their marriage, which truly was golden. Once the bottle was opened, though, it faded within a half hour. Similarly, a rather wealthy friend who lives in New York City invited me to share a bottle of 1918 Haut-Brion with him. The treasure was intact, a veritable dowager empress of a wine, with full, if short-lived, powers. Like the woman in Lost Horizon who leaves Shangri-La and ages several hundred years in a few minutes, the wine died within a half hour. With great French reds, 10 to 15 years of bottle age usually brings the wine to perfection, although exceptional vintages (like the 1918, another year that, like the 1945, saw the end of a terrible war) keep going for decades. The taste and smell of a properly aged Bordeaux (cedar, wood smoke, antebellum New York City apartments) or Côte d’Or Burgundy (fields of wildflowers, bee propolis) are core curriculum for any educated palate. While California reds don’t age exactly like the French, a good five or seven years of bottle age does improve them greatly.


I like California cabernet sauvignons when they have 10 to 12 years of age. Charbono, also, needs time. Pinot noirs are best from five to seven years old, while zinfandels are varietally unique when young and fruity and become more like generic old reds as they age. I like them from three to five years old. But that’s just me. As you explore the world’s wines, you’ll develop your own taste and critical judgment. The key is how much pleasure the wine is giving you.




Courses on Wine Appreciation


The cost of a self-education will run to several hundred dollars at least, but that’s what it takes. There are also excellent wine education courses given in major cities, where knowledgeable people preselect wines for their quality. This route may cost less and take less time, and you’ll be assured that the wines you’re tasting are first-rate. The danger is that you may be unduly influenced in your taste by the teacher or others in the class — that is, you’ll be more inclined to like what the “expert” likes. Self-education has this virtue: your favorite wines will really be your favorites. For in this final analysis, liking the wine makes all the difference. People who like sweet Italian pop wine are every bit as entitled to their opinion as is the connoisseur to his or her affection for Montrachet. One would hope, though, that education means refinement, and that taste will change with experience. For someone contemplating making fine wine at home, acquiring a love and knowledge of good wine is a prerequisite for success. Otherwise, one gets stuck in the trap of the dilettante and takes the scrawl of a monkey for high art.


The vine you eventually plant for wine will be determined both by your taste (cultivated through sampling) and by your local climatic considerations. Viniferas, unfortunately, require rather special conditions to do their best, although they can be grown most anywhere. The French-American hybrids and American types do well through great chunks of North America, but their wines don’t have the potential to transform themselves into the elixirs that are top-notch viniferas. I tiptoe through the last statement because a well-made French-American hybrid wine or even American grape wine will beat an ordinary vinifera, no problem. Just because vinifera has great potential in special, favored areas doesn’t mean it will make the best possible wine on a given acre of soil. When it came time to choose a variety for my Pennsylvania vineyard, for instance, I chose a red French-American hybrid. On my California property, zinfandel is the choice.
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