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Introduction


Starting Out on Your Wine Journey


According to Ernest Hemingway, ‘Wine is the most sensual and the most intellectual of things.’ Such wisdom, eh ?


Personally, I prefer something more along the lines of Benjamin Franklin’s, ‘Wine makes daily living easier, less hurried, with fewer tensions and more tolerance’ – now that fella seemed to be more on my wavelength about wine.


I don’t know about you, but I get pretty exhausted by the nonsensical, wishy-washy vibes that can surround the wine world. All this talk of aromas of squished bananas and gun flint with flavours of bruised peaches and pencil lead can be a bit of a head-scratcher. I certainly have never aspired to have my wine taste like a rotten banana. Even discussions surrounding wine can be convoluted with empty words like ‘structured’, ‘zesty’ and ‘vibrant’ when describing a cheap Pinot Grigio or, indeed, a high-end, late-harvest German Riesling. There’s still such an air of fanciful nothingness attached to wine.


Oceans of badly made wines are tarted up to sound like the most-savoured liquid that will ever pass your lips. The con continues. So if you have ever felt overwhelmed by wine terminology or lingo, don’t worry. I have been there myself.


Choosing a wine off the shelf is like choosing a Smartie out of a packet: very often it’s down to pot luck. There are all kinds of big wine brands – good, bad and truly excellent. Likewise, there are all sorts of smaller wine producers, also good, bad and incredibly special. So how do we choose what wine we want?


Wine buyers have many proven motivations, such as their knowledge of wine, food and travel, the influence of social media and their personal health. Other contributing factors may be wine awards, regions, grapes, the label (front and back), the weight of the bottle and its position on the shelf.


In this book, it is my aim to empower you to choose better wines and, in turn, enjoy the wine experience to a higher degree.


On a very basic level, I have a five-step method that I often use when I’m taking far too long in the wine section and I’m getting dagger looks from my children because they’re bored, tired and want to go home. It’s fairly foolproof, so before we get stuck into the world of wine, let’s start off with this tried-and-tested method of mine.


Key questions to ask yourself when making a wine purchase:




1. What am I in the mood for (light and crisp or full-bodied and fruity)?


2. What food am I eating?


3. How much money do I want to spend?


4. What kind of setting will be I drinking my wine in?


5. Who will I be sharing my wine with?





Let’s think of relevant examples to give each of these points some context.


What am I in the mood for?


As you roam through the daunting array of wines, first and foremost think to yourself about what mood you are in. Listen to your inner desires.


Are you energised after a gym session and feel like having a light, mouth-watering crisp Sauvignon Blanc or a Picpoul de Pinet? Perhaps it’s a Friday evening and you’re getting ready to hit the tiles, so you just want a light, low-alcohol wine like a crisp German Riesling to sip on while you get ready. Maybe you’re completely wiped after a long, hard week, you’re almost fit for a cry, and you’re looking for a wine that will give you a veritable hug – a heart-warming Rioja Reserva red that demands an open fire and a hearty piece of cheese. Or perhaps it’s a Sunday evening. You’re looking to just have the one glass, and, in your mind, you know it’s probably slightly healthier to stick to a glass of lighter-weight Beaujolais red. That way, if nothing else, you’re getting some antioxidants into you.


It’s a stretch to call it healthy, I know, but we all need tipping points to help us decide. So, for an occasion like this I’ll take it.


What food am I eating?


There is many a wine sceptic who will argue the toss about whether or not a white should be paired with fish and a red with steak, blah, blah, blah. I will delve into food and wine pairings in much greater detail in Chapters 5 and 6, but, rest assured, if you’re bringing home a fruit-driven white with plenty of oak, like an Australian Chardonnay, and you’re pairing it with a lemon-drizzled ceviche, you will weep. The wine will totally overpower the delicately flavoured raw fish and all flavours will be lost. Furthermore, the excessive lemon on the fish will sour your buttery-style Chardonnay. Or maybe you have chosen a big, meaty Côtes du Rhône Villages and you’re trying out that Dover sole you got fresh from the fish van. Forget it. It may as well be cardboard as you will not be tasting the delicacies of the fish.


Worse still, you have spent your hard-earned cash on a bottle of top-end Italian Gavi, a steely, crisp white wine that pierces through rich foods. But you’re sipping it at a BBQ with gargantuan proportions of charred, smoky red meats, so disaster will strike. You may as well be firing your hard-earned cash straight on the BBQ and bypassing the wine altogether. There will be no pleasure from the watery attempt by Gavi. And that is not the wine producers’ fault: it’s the hot sauce’s fault. It’s a battle of wills, with no battle at all. The sauce will dominate the wine. And, yes, I’ve had many the eye roll in my own family home about the idealism of food and wine pairing and my bourgeois notions; however I, like many, do not want my precious wine spoiled by an over-bearing, lingering flavour.


How much money do I want to spend?


This would seem the most obvious of all points. As we know, wine can seem affordable and then suddenly creep up into astronomical prices that are enough to sting your eyes. My view on this is to try not to be too swayed with a certain number in your mind, as sale wines will always offer value.


What I mean by this is when you’re planning to spend €12, having absolutely blitzed your card on clothes, concert tickets and a flight to Spain, you will naturally be adamant that your wine spending has to be restrained. And that’s fair enough. Then out of nowhere your favourite wine, that normally retails at around €18, is reduced to €14! But, in your mind, you’ve already promised yourself you’re not going over budget, and that’s that. So, you go ahead and spend the €12 as promised on a bottle of wine you’ve never tasted before. You’re proud of yourself for sticking to your guns – but when you arrive home, you taste the wine and it is completely not what you expected. It lacks a punch, it has a short finish and you’re not so keen on the actual fruit flavours in the wine. And you think to yourself, for the sake of €2 you have decreased your enjoyment value by 90 per cent. For the sake of €2 you ended up not bothering with a second glass, it was that underwhelming.


On the other hand, if you had spent the extra €2, the value of your experience would have far exceeded your expectations.


This is one very important thing to note, because the value of the actual wine in the bottle is about €1, so if you spend the extra €2, the value and the quality of the juice increases by 200 per cent. So, by spending another €2 on your wine, you are effectively moving up into another quality level. The value of the wine in the bottle after transportation costs, productions costs and retail margins are removed from the price is minimal in comparison.


There are some exceptions to this ‘rule’ of spending more equalling increased value though, and it is generally large-branded wines that seem to have crept up in price drastically in the past number of years. If you are sticking to a smaller wine producer, generally the extra euro or two you spend will be reciprocated by the elevated juice in the bottle.


Here’s the price breakdown:
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Source: Revenue Commissioners


Moral of the story, try not to have too-rigid a budget in your mind when you go to buy your wine – see what’s on offer and take it from there.


Another point to make when considering the amount of money you want to spend is that when wines are on special offer, it is probably because the store needs to shift the existing stock to make way for the new vintage of that particular wine.


Unlike food, wine has a generous shelf life, so you don’t need to worry about it going off the day after you’ve bought it. But the poor old producer is still making wine each year. So even though last year’s vintage is still good to drink, the wine producer will still be looking to shift their most recent vintage.


Red wines are generally considered to have a slightly longer shelf life than white wines, and this is because of the extended skin contact that enhances tannins (natural compounds found in the skins, pips and stalks of grapes – they affect the textural feel of wine). Red wines are also known to have greater degrees of antioxidant properties than white wines. Antioxidants found in wine are called polyphenols and are known to protect your cells from damage. These nourishing antioxidants are found in the skins of the grapes. To make a red wine with plenty of colour, you leave the squished berry in contact with the skins for longer to leach extra colour and tannins. Whilst this extended time on the skins gives extra weight to the wine, it also leaches antioxidants in the juice of the wine.


As a complete generalisation, white wine in shops will last one to two years after the vintage on the bottle. Red wines will last three to four years. This is, of course, excluding higher end wines that have been produced to age for a very long time.


Because of the new legislation in Ireland on minimum alcohol pricing, a standard unit of alcohol can cost no less than €1. Each 750ml bottle of wine at 12% alcohol has 7.5 units of alcohol in it, therefore the cheapest bottle of wine should cost €7.50. However, some bottles of wine may be cheaper because they have a lower level of alcohol.


In Ireland, our lovely government adds a tax of €3.19 to every single bottle of wine that is sold and consumed here. So, the cheapest bottle of wine after tax, retail margins, transportation costs and production costs has a value of less than 50 cent for the actual juice in the bottle. As I mentioned earlier, if you are willing to add €2.50 to this, and pay €10, the value of the wine will increase to almost €2, and so on, and so on. By the time you’re above the €20 price tag, the value of the wine has increased exponentially and the quality is miles ahead.


Wine is one of the few products in the world where spending an extra euro or two can make all the difference.


A general rule of thumb for wine pricing is dramatically different than what it was five years ago, and that’s a sad fact. Thankfully, we have wine to cheer us up. My initial advice would be to spend a little more on your wine – enjoy it more and drink less. Quality is key. Having said that, consider €9 the new €7. For a wine of quality and character the sweet spot is €14–€18. Anything above this is a superior quality wine.


What kind of setting will be I drinking my wine in?


This is a really important question to ask yourself. Will you be drinking your wine in your kitchen or living room where it will be quiet and calm, and so you’ll have the headspace to enjoy the wine? Are you bringing this bottle to a dinner party, where you may only enjoy half of a glass? Or, worse yet, are you heading to a house party, with loud music, lairy people and a heady mix of odours in a crowded room to add confusion to the mix? At a party, the sip-and-savour technique goes out the window, only to be replaced by the guzzling and chatting. The wine hasn’t a hope of making an impression.


My point being, enjoying wine is a very sensory experience. Ideally, we take time to sip wine, think about the flavours and the feelings in our mouths. We reflect on the wine and conversation that can be had around the wine of the evening and all its intriguing attributes. So, if you have the time and the space to truly enjoy wine, this is when you spend a little extra on a bottle.


When you’re bringing your bottle to a dinner party, yes, you still spend a little money on it, however, this time, you should be looking for more of a crowd-pleaser wine. Choose one of those well-known and well-loved wine regions, like Rioja made from the Tempranillo grape; Albariño from north-west Spain made from the Albariño grape; a Côtes du Rhône Villages made from soothing Grenache and Syrah; a Sancerre, the infamous French white, made from Sauvignon Blanc; a beefy Aussie Shiraz from Coonawarra; or a delicate steely white from northern Italy called Gavi di Gavi.


If you are heading to your friend of a friend’s fortieth birthday party that’s taking place in the house with DJs on each floor, plastic cups to drink from and no sign of a piece of cheese or indeed a cracker, that is when you head for the everyday big-brand wines. At a party like this, the host is more likely to recognise a big-brand wine and be grateful for your sentiment. Another reason to choose one of these wines is that it may be the only occasion where there are minus thoughts given to the fact the wine has no finish (or aftertaste) to it. Put it this way, the music is banging, you’re chatting to a random stranger and the host is freaking in the background because the party has spun out of control. I can guarantee you, you and your new friend are not discussing the finer details of the wine or wondering how long the finish is. This is one of those times where much of the wine consumption is carried out in a subconscious manner. We are too busy to think about the wine because we are preoccupied with other frenetic things. Therefore, why would you bother spending good money on an expensive bottle of wine? Lord knows it could end up spilled over on the floor. Superior wine is lost on a gathering like this.


Who will I be sharing my wine with?


This point ties in with the previous one – know your audience. Be mindful of who you are sharing your wine with. If you’re buying your wine to bring to your friend’s house and they’re one of those people who’s happy to have a glass but doesn’t think about it too much, this would be a time to bring a good-quality branded wine, like Cono Sur or Miguel Torres. They have recognisability and consistent quality. These wines are produced with novice wine drinkers in mind. Very often, they may have increased sugar levels that are used to appeal to a less-refined palate.


As your palate matures, you seek less and less sweetness in your foods and drinks. A seasoned wine drinker will seek wines that have those drying tannins, dusty notes of oak, earthy characters and extra layers of savoury tones to them. Those beginning their wine journey will often seek riper versions of these wines that will have a sweeter note to them because of the added or residual sugars.


Another example of choosing your wine carefully is knowing what sparkling wine to bring. You’re heading to your best friend’s hen party. She has booked a boat that will travel up and down the canal in the city. The atmosphere will be ‘loosey goosey’ and the craic will be ninety. Like at a house party, not one of her excitable guests will be examining the bubble content or comparing the flavours they’re tasting. It will be less about swirling and sipping, and more about chugging and swigging – and that’s fine. If you think about it, why would you spend €60 plus on a bottle of mass-branded Champagne when a bottle of Spumante Prosecco or a bottle of Cava is just as worthy a drink of choice? Furthermore, you have saved yourself a good €45!


An occasion where I would suggest taking your time and spending a little more when choosing your wine is when you get an invitation from the type of pal who has the potential to bore you to tears about the current on-trend chefs and avant-garde natural winemakers. Yawn, yawn, you think. This is the occasion where I would bring myself to my local independent wine shop and ask for their help. I can guarantee the beautiful wine nerds who work in these shops are just the loveliest people and are dying to chat to you in a non-stuffy way about the wines they stock. This is your guarantee that you will be armed with the right wine for the right occasion. Supermarkets are a very accessible way to purchase wine, but unfortunately, they often lack the trained staff who can guide you to the specific wine you are looking for. So, this can be a hit-and-miss scenario. There are supermarkets that spend time and money on social-media marketing, and this can help somewhat in educating you on their wines. So, if you’re in the store check their social-media page and see if they help the endless and daunting trawl.


Now that we have looked at the motivators for choosing wine, let’s roll up our sleeves and really get down to the nitty-gritty of how to choose wine that you will love. From learning about the most popular grape varieties to choosing the best wine pairings for everyday meals, my mission is to teach you how to taste and understand wine using straight-forward language. It is my aim to lead you through the world of wine, using everyday examples of foods we actually eat and wines we can actually access and afford.


There will be no talk of bruised peaches and crushed rocks, but helpful descriptions, useful tips and handy tricks to enhance your everyday wine experience.


I began my wine-blogging journey on Instagram four years ago with a goal of ‘no bull’ involved, and I will stick to this exact same ethos in this wine guide for you.


My name is Brigid O’Hora, and I am a wine writer, wine lover, wine drinker and, most importantly, a wine communicator. I like to stick to the facts and keep to a low level of wine snobbery. I have spent over twenty years working in the industry – wine buying, wine writing, wine lecturing and as a sommelier. I have done all my studies up as far as the dreaded WEST level 4 Higher Diploma. This particularly scary exam has a fail rate of 75 per cent, so I am definitely glad that’s done.


What I want is to spread the love and joy of this wholly sensual and incredible beverage. It is one of the oldest and most magical drinks to grace our planet. We must spread the good word and not intimidate those who gaze on from afar, too afraid to ask the wrong question. Wine should be an inclusive, not exclusive, binding liquid.


So, without further ado, let’s begin.









Chapter 1


Sip Happens: The Ever-Evolving Life of Wine




Did you know?


Toasting with a glass of wine started with actual toast. In ancient Rome, wine was known to be excessively acidic. Drinkers would add a piece of toasted bread into their cup to help cut through the acid.





It was thirty-four degrees and baking hot. My fuzzball hair was looking fairly hideous. It was the mid 2000s and I hadn’t got used to the shocking Sydney humidity since moving there from Ireland. And the notions of grandeur in the high-end restaurant where I was working were almost too much, but I ended up sticking it out for a year. I was a plastic backpacker, so to speak, arriving in Kings Cross straight after college with big dreams and a wheelie case. As I was teased by the staff about being a backpacker who might scavenge on the free food in the kitchen, I kept my mind entertained by the prospect of making decent tips to travel up the Gold Coast later that year.


About 2pm on a particularly boring Tuesday, my waitressing shift was already sucking the life out of me. The scowling manager prowled the room to see what the productivity levels were. Mine were zilch, to be fair. I blame the heat. With a piercing glare from the prowling one, I reluctantly picked up the weighty, gigantic wine list. I had as much interest in this as I did in quantum mechanics.


The wine list resembled a copy of Ulysses.


It was viciously uninviting – long, complicated and a total bore to read. To inspire the gang working there, our head sommelier suggested some wine training. I jumped at the prospect like a cat on a hot Sydney roof. Anything to take my mind off my frizzy hair and the ratty manager.


The very first session involved a visit from the brand ambassador of LVMH – a French luxury-brand conglomerate that owns Louis Vuitton, Moët and Hennessy – bringing us through the full portfolio of Cloudy Bay. Of all wines to start my journey on, this one was a cracker. Needless to say, it is the all-out original – the ‘OG’ as the kids say – of New Zealand Sauvignon Blancs. Cloudy Bay was created by an Aussie man in the Marlborough region of New Zealand, and this style of wine was created to rival world-class Sauvignon Blancs, like Sancerre and Pouilly-Fumé. It became a globally iconic wine very quickly.


At that time, I didn’t even know what a brand ambassador was, but this particular slick-and-sleek ambassador cleared the seas of confusion for us. By the time we had moved on to the Te Koko Chardonnay, we were putty in his hands.


To my surprise, I literally lapped up every word. Purely because he spoke like one of us, a normal person, and used words we could understand. There’s nothing quite as irritating as a wine expert spewing empty, vague words that mean little to us mere mortals. It was the first time I had ever heard anyone speak about wine in layman’s terms. And we, the gang of reprobate hipster waiters and too-cool-for-school bar staff, were here for it.


Up to that point, every time I walked into a shop and headed for the wine section, feelings of complete bafflement would take over. Rows and rows of wine on shelves is fairly overwhelming when you haven’t a notion what you’re looking for. Blind panic would normally set in if anyone came near me as I frantically scanned the shelves for a bottle. Most of the time, I would just go for whichever label caught my eye. And I’m a price-driven queen. Fanciful talk of ‘bruised peaches’ and ‘white flowers’ is not something I could relate to. I’m often a basic lass, gliding towards the old ‘special offer’ wines or the ‘reduced to €12’ wines! Boom, selection made.


Sauvignon Blanc was my tried and trusted best pal back in rainy Dublin. But asking me the difference between French Sauvignon and New Zealand Sauvignon was as good as asking me the difference between astrophysics and chemical physics. Not a notion nor single clue did I have.


Like so many others, I was a lost and wondering wine lover, too mortified to ask anyone in the shop for help. What if they realised that I knew absolutely nothing? Worse still, what if I asked the most hideous question, and then left myself wide open for copious ridicule and laughter all day long? It wouldn’t be the first time, to be fair.


So, these newly planned wine-training sessions in work could not have come at a better time.


One of the first things I remember learning was how to tell if the wine was good or not. Best way to judge this is to check for the finish on the wine: is there one, or does the flavour die off straight away? One sign of a good-quality wine is one with a long finish, i.e. the taste lingers in the mouth. I still think, to this day, that this was one of the handiest tips I’ve ever learned. After a year of wine training each week, not only had I learned how to taste wine properly, I had also stopped the endless splurge of my hard-earned backpacker cash on bottles of absolute turpentine.


We were also reminded that one of the crucial factors in understanding wine was to understand how it was made and, ultimately, how it all began. How did humans create a vivacious and fun-loving juice from the humble grape? Truly it is a wild story, so let’s delve in together.


Who, what, where, when and how of wine history


Over millennia, mankind has managed to transform a happy viticultural accident of producing alcohol-laden berries to a multibillion-dollar global, precise art form and global industry. From the very primal beginnings of rotting fruit to caskets of wine that now cost millions of euros, it is hard to believe its evolution.


So, it is really important to take a quick look at how wine began before we continue to the rest of our wine journey. Not only will you shock the life out of your nearest and dearest with all your newfound trivia, but also it gives you some context for how the humble beginnings of primeval cavemen and -women led to seismic movements of global proportions in today’s wine world.
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Drunken monkeys


In 2014, anthropologist Robert Dudley released a study called The Drunken Monkey. It hypothesised that early hominids (apes) in tropical forests were consuming rotting fruit 18 million years ago because these fruits were easy to smell and locate. This rotting fruit was literally fermenting on the trees. Furthermore, these sweet and bulging calorific berries were seen as a source of energy.


There is further evidence to support this as black-handed spider monkeys in Panama have been shown to seek out fermented fruit. Fermentation is the process whereby natural fruit sugars are turned into alcohol by crushing the berries and leaving them to rot. These squishy berries would have been alcohol-laden and filled with macrobiotics.


Dudley’s study found that the mild effects of alcohol were said to ease the tensions in the jungle. The apes were always careful not to consume too much as this made them an easy target for predators. Dudley also suggested that at least 10 million years ago a critical gene mutation occurred in these primates that enabled the breakdown of alcohol to occur in the body up to forty times faster. Incredible stuff, really.


But how did it evolve into mankind taking the rotting berries and turning them into the thousands of styles of wines as we know them today?


Neolithics (10,000–2000 BCE)


There are many conflicting views, and certainly many a fable told, about how wine began. But the most factual version available today comes from an archaeological dig that took place in Georgia in 2015. Organic-grape compounds were found in clay jars in the southern part of the country, dating as far back as 6000 BCE. That’s a staggering 8,000 years ago.


It is believed that these Neolithic stone-age farmers, primarily women, were foraging daily. Berries were a popular food source and grapes were stored in clay jars in the back of a cave and would be consumed at a later date. The natural gravity caused the skin of the berries to split from the weight of the grapes being crushed within the jar. When the yeast on the skin reacted with the natural sugars inside the grape, they had fermentation, which transformed these sugars into alcohol. Alongside alcohol, the other by-product is carbon dioxide.




Natural sugars + yeast = ethanol + carbon dioxide





Naturally, no food item was ever wasted, so the crushed, mushy grapes were consumed. These Neolithic discoverers, unbeknownst to themselves, were the first to create a mean Merlot or a crisp Sauvignon Blanc. No doubt the effects of the alcohol were experienced on a psychotropic level. Furthermore, the natural carbon dioxide within the mush would have created a mouth-cleansing experience.


Effectively, this was the beginning of wine production in its most basic form. The simple process of storing berries that split within the jar sparked fermentation, leaving squishy alcohol-filled berries. Much like their primate brethren, you could say this period was the beginning of boozy lunches for mankind.


The ancient world (2500 BCE–374 CE)


Overtime, fermentation production was honed and toned to suit the style of wine desired. The massive trade throughout the world at the time led to the spread of wine production and vine growing.


There are Egyptian records of wine production dating as far back as 2500 BCE. The production was primarily for religious ceremonies, but it further highlights the widespread use of fermented fruits to create wine.


The Greeks and the Romans were incredibly important in the development of wine production. This was spurred on by their deep-rooted trading traditions. They would exchange olive oil, metalwork and pottery for grapevines, seeds and spices.


As time progressed, and their winemaking skills became more apparent, they also discovered their own wealth of wild vines native to their lands. This began the evolution of vine growing and winemaking for the Mediterranean region, and soon after that the remainder of Europe.


In line with the opportunistic nature of the Ancient Greeks (1200–325 BCE), they began to understand their own vines suited their own climate. It was the Greeks who harnessed wine into their everyday lives, creating this notion of a modern wine culture.


Wine was used not only for religious services but also for symposiums. The literal Greek meaning for the word ‘symposium’ is ‘to drink together’. These were events where Greeks would meet to drink, discuss and occasionally philosophise, usually held by aristocratic men for their peers, which became extremely popular. In our modern world, of course, this is the pub! Many of these rowdy, gregarious set-ups are often illustrated on old clay jars.


Further to this, wine was used for medicinal purposes, often proving healthier for people to consume than unsanitised water. Like so many aspects of Greek life, they had a god of wine, Dionysus, who was the god of winemaking, fertility, orchards, fruit, vegetation and insanity. He was also the god of religious ecstasy and festivity, and was considered the convivial god of life for all things joyful in Greek mythology. He was a busy man indeed.


The Romans (625 BCE–374 CE) took things one step further and made wine accessible for women, peasants, slaves and aristocrats alike. Like the Greeks, the Romans were convinced of its medicinal purposes, with writers advocating it for stomach issues, gout, animal bites and, funnily enough, memory loss.


It is believed that wine was so plentiful during the Roman Empire that it would flow down the streets during festivals and celebrations. By the end of the first century CE, Roman soldiers and civilians were said to be consuming a whopping 100 gallons a year. This equates to 1.04 litres per day! Many believe it was the Romans who first encouraged binge drinking, by playing drinking games at banquets.


What is interesting is the fact that Romans were celebrating the notion of vintages – reference to the year the wine was made. When the weather plays ball, and the fruit set is perfect with a generous warm harvest, the quality of the fruit is exceptional. By this time, the Romans were so far advanced in wine production that the climate, the site selection and the ageing process were all factors in improving the wine made each year. The vintage 121 CE was considered to be one of the finest of this era.


Coupled with chatter of vintages, the Romans were noted for the beginnings of barrel ageing. After transporting their wines in oak barrels for some time, they began to realise the beautiful oak flavours the barrels imparted – thus began the notion of ageing wines in new or old oak barrels. The Romans were enjoying flavours like toasted oak, coconut, leather and vanilla. All typical flavours we enjoy in today’s modern wines.



Monks (1000–1500)


As the Romans conquered Europe, they brought their vines with them and planted them throughout western Europe in France, Spain, Portugal, Germany and Austria. But it was really the clergy who strengthened and perfected the wine industry within these countries. Most notably this was done by the Benedictine and Cistercian monks.


When you dig a little deeper into why wine regions like Burgundy (France), Bordeaux (France), the Mosel Valley (Germany), Priorat (Spain) and Rioja (Spain) are so successful and well established, you will find the monks are the troupe of hard-working, fastidious people behind it.


The most prominent religion around the Dark Ages was Catholicism. Initially, the Church’s land was used to produce quality grapes for their own religious ceremonies. But, as time progressed and the success of selling expensive wines to the bourgeoisie of Europe became apparent, the monks truly honed their craft and began to focus on high-end production. Wines from Champagne, Burgundy and Bordeaux were at the forefront of the lavish banquets of the elite of Europe. The monks relished their generous profits and used their well-earned monies to develop wine regions even further.


New World wines (1700s)


In 1659, as the Dutch East India Company colonised South Africa, there was a demand for wine to supply the sailors. Vines were planted on suitable soils and wines were produced similar in style to the ones found in Europe. Similar Mediterranean climates and soil types lent a hand in igniting the beginnings of the wine industry in South Africa.


The first fleet, captained by Arthur Philip in 1787, on its way to Australia to establish the penal colony made a stop at the newly founded wine regions. Here they picked up vine cuttings, grapes and production techniques to bring with them to Australia and New Zealand where vines were planted to supply the British conquistadors.


What was interesting about this particular influx of vines and vine culture was that this was the only ‘dry’ continent at the time. The Indigenous Aboriginal peoples were one of the few societies in the world that had no tradition linked to fermenting fruits for alcoholic beverages. By the late 1700s, the rest of the globe had adapted their cultures to fermenting and consuming alcohol. This mitigating factor was believed to be one of the primary reasons for slowing the development of the wine industry in Australia.


One important figure in winemaking and development in Australia and New Zealand was a British man named James Busby. He is considered to be the father of the wine industry there, promoting winemaking and integration of wine culture throughout first Australia and then New Zealand in 1836.
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