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INTRODUCTION


‘Always scribble, scribble, scribble, eh, Mr Gibbon?’ (This was the king’s brother, the Duke of Gloucester, to the author of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.) ‘Another damn’d thick square book, eh?’ He summed up the writer’s life pretty well: scribble, scribble is about the size of it.


But it’s not always books. There is a mass of other scribbling to do: articles, reviews, introductions .... There is not often time to pause, reread, reflect or realise how many traces you have left in the sands of time. Legible traces, that is.


It was when we moved house after four settled decades that I discovered the evidence, in tea chests full of paper and piles of old magazines. An hour or two of desultory reading awoke buried memories. I realised that I have been chronicling the world of wine in a personal way for over half a century. Some of what I found is valid, some quaint, all (to me) nostalgic. Sometimes I am inconsistent, often I repeat myself but, taken with parts of my annual summings-up on the first pages of my Pocket Wine Book (we publish the 40th edition this year), it amounts to one man’s wine history.


All commentators agree (and rightly) that wine has developed more in the past fifty years than in the previous five hundred. Although ‘improved’ is probably a more relevant word than ‘developed’. Good wines have flooded into our lives from places, countries, even continents that were innocent of any wine before. What was, when I set out, very much a niche subject has blossomed into something of wide (I daren’t quite say general) interest.


I started my career as a features writer with a strong bent towards travel. In a sense, I still see my wine writing as a specialised branch of travel writing – which in turn is a tiny subset of geography. Geography is closely allied to history (indeed I’m not sure why they are treated as separate subjects). I soon realised that to understand wine you have to have at least an inkling of both, and to appreciate it, an aesthetic sense tuned to what wine can offer. That comes with devoted practice.


I’m not so strong on the science side. Nor did it seem to matter when I set out. In due course its relevance became more and more plain. Technology took over from tradition in winemaking, as in most other activities, in the last decades of the 20th century. I tried to catch up by co-writing The Art and Science of Wine with the omniscient James Halliday (thank you, James), while I strayed off further and further into the realm of history. Studying history gave me the experience of making a TV series – a process so time-devouring that, fun though it was, once was enough. Most of this collection consists of articles written for magazines, and most of the magazines are aimed squarely at initiates. Any writer has to imagine his readers: who are they? What do they know – and want to know? If there is a trick in reaching readers, it is gauging their level of interest. If you can tell a story, or make an exegesis read as a story, so much the better. If you can make them laugh or cry, of course, you are in business. It doesn’t happen often.


I have not wholly excluded my books, however. The point of reproducing articles is that they are transient: published and, usually, forgotten. Most of this is a rescue bid for ephemera, but it isn’t complete without snippets from the dozen or so books that occupied most of my time and which are, perhaps, a shade less ephemeral. At least they are available on library shelves. Like any author, I have favourite passages (sometimes, I fear, the bits stern-faced editors blue-pencil on sight). Some are scattered through this book to give it some sense of progression through its six decades. Within those decades I have tried to put things in the right order – though I’m bad at dating things. Some of the attributions are, let’s say, speculative.


My first book, Wine, published in 1966, proved to me that I had a future in indulging myself. Then I had another magazine stint, editing the features, fashion and society hybrid Queen – and learning something about editing and design in the process. Then I was given the chance of a lifetime, the invitation to map the wine world (something that had never been done before) in The World Atlas of Wine. Something about its (rather magazine-like) blend of graphics and text, with deliberate emphasis on sound bites (or captions as we called them), clearly worked. It sold so many copies that other publishers followed suit, on many subjects.


Inevitably, I suppose, I agreed to write ‘the words to go with the maps’ in an exhaustive, and exhausting, encyclopaedia, my Wine Companion – and its petite tender, my Pocket Wine Book. Meanwhile history crept up on me. (How had I avoided it for so long? My father was a historian.) The raw facts of wine needed background: how had we arrived at this point? The result is The Story of Wine, perhaps my favourite among all my books, and the TV series, Vintage, I made while I was doing the research. I now realise that I was writing in the very period that old history became just that: old. Completely new disciplines were being invented that looked less to the past, however fascinating and enlightening, and almost exclusively to the future.
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The other thing that crept up, and wouldn’t leave me alone, was my interest in plants other than the vine; especially trees. I was compelled to write a tree encyclopaedia, then a book with the insanely ambitious title The Principles of Gardening. Gardening had me by the fingers, green or not, and still does. I add entries two or three times a week to Tradescant’s (or Trad’s) Diary, which I started forty years ago. Wines, plants ... they are pleasures you can indulge anywhere. Always scribble, scribble, scribble ....


Wine farmers (or ‘growers’ as they are usually called) have been my first resort for inspiration and information. It is an unforgiving business, as I have discovered when I have tried it, and they have to be dedicated and driven – if occasionally self-deluding – souls. Wine boffins and professionals of all sorts (just how professional they get is proved by the Institute of Masters of Wine) provide endless material. Daily interaction with friends and family, other writers, wine merchants, restaurant staff and fellow drinkers provides plenty to think and write about.


My papers relating to wine, grandly dubbed an archive, are now with the Shields Library of UC Davis, the University of California Department of Agriculture and the finest wine library in the world. Many of my garden writings are in the archives of the Garden Museum in London. The articles that make up most of this book appeared in Vogue, House & Garden, The Sunday Times, Man About Town, Gourmet, The New York Times, Cuisine, Wine Times (the magazine of The Sunday Times Wine Club), Decanter and The World of Fine Wine. If I have not been able to trace and acknowledge everything, I take full responsibility and will make any necessary amends.


It is companions, colleagues, collaborators who make a scribbler’s life worth living. It needs stimulus, feedback, criticism and encouragement. I am as lucky as anyone can be with the friendly faces around me: publisher, editors, designers, proofreaders, publicists ... the whole gang. This book has happened because Diane Pengelly, my ideal editor for five of my previous books, bullied and cajoled me into starting work – and then did most of it herself. Thank you, Diane, and all of you.


[image: illustration]


Hugh Johnson, 2016
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OLD MONEY


Talking turkey recently to a number of people who know their minds about wine, I was struck by the confusion that surrounds this inescapable bird. Whether you like it or not, the chances are you will be eating it again this Christmas. Whether you enjoy it or not depends very largely on what you drink with it1.


A lot of people insist on Champagne, supposing that a revel is no revel without it. (The notion that you can’t have fun without bubbles in your wine was successfully sold to the public in one of the first attempts at large-scale PR in the 1890s.) If you are of this persuasion, go to it. But there is another school of thought that believes Champagne and turkey were not intended by nature for each other. Unless you have a strong preference for white wines with all food – and there is no earthly reason why you shouldn’t – you will probably find that red is more suited to the rich meat of the turkey. This, at any rate, is the conclusion of a synod of experts in the art of marrying wine and food.


The right wine is always a matter of the mood and the moment. To know what you like and choose what you feel like is the secret of enjoying your wine, especially at Christmas.


Nuits-Saint-Georges 1945 is difficult to get now, but the 1949 is excellent and the 1955 at its best. Hatch, Mansfield & Co, at 5 Pall Mall East, have both. (’49: 21s; ’55, 16s.)


Château Cheval Blanc 1955: The Victoria Wine Company has this at about 28s.


Château Corbin 1955: Justerini & Brooks, Bond Street, 12s 6d.


Château Margaux 1950: Dolamore & Co, 24s.2


Château Lafite 1949: Dolamore & Co, 39s.


Clos de Vougeot 1928 is virtually unobtainable now. Pommard 1929, which Hatch, Mansfield have at 27s 6d, would take its place.


Vogue, 1960


IN HONOURABLE COMPANY


Any lover of ritual is a potential punch-drinker, if not punch-drunk. It is the ceremony of it – the bowl, the circle of heads, the incantation, the splashes, the ladle, the glass, the toasts, the euphoria – that puts punch in a class far above gin-and-French (save the mark!) Martinis, or Cobblers, or Collinses, or Swizzles or Slings, or anything else perpetrated either in a glass darkly, or furtively in a jug.


The bowl is the essence of punch. It gives the party a focus, the drinkers a rallying point, the conversation a centre. There is no such thing as lack of a punchbowl. You have a bucket, a salad bowl, a tin helmet, a hollow log, a Lalique vase? Go for it. An old Eskimo woman called Parkinson used to use a dip in an ice floe, and Trader Vic3 tells of a party in Tahiti where they used a canoe. They pulled it up the beach, filled it with rum and pineapple juice, stirred it with a paddle, decorated it with a cherry, and the party went on for three days. But recipes come later. You see there is no bowl problem.


Punj in Sanskrit means five. Five ingredients. Spirit, water, lemon, sugar and spice. Spirit for strength, water for weakness, lemons for sourness, sugar for sweetness. Spice (for hotness, I suppose) is balanced by ice (cool).


Sanskrit because the drink was found by thirsty John Company4 men in India, their wine having all perished one way or another en route. Claret would not keep in the torrid zone anyway, even if it survived the journey, and Madeira fetched such a fantastic price – if you had the strength of mind to bring it back again from the Indies – that it paid to drink the local stuff.


Some of the best recipes for punch are buried in family vaults with the last of the line. Diligent research, though, and experiment in my own retorts, have brought to light the formulae that follow.


Before we go, the rules of the game:


1.   The best ingredients make the best punch: don’t rely on the fiery kick of your no-star brandy turning to honeyed warmth in the pot.


2.   Ice means a small iceberg, not a hailstorm of little cubes.


3.   For cold punch, make all the ingredients cold beforehand; for hot, make it hot. Tepid anything is horrible, but tepid punch is worse.


4.   Make it in full view. This is where the ritual comes in. Is there any sight so restorative as gallons and gallons of drink with the lid off?


5.   How many gallons? Allow plenty and worry about what you are going to do with it when you see how much is left ....


Giles Congreve, About Town5, 1961


AQUA VITAE


Put it this way. A bottle of wine is 90 per cent water. Water is bulky stuff: heavy and not in the least morale-raising. Not, with freight costs what they are, worth toting around on an international scale. Distil wine, though – take out the volatile essence of the thing by boiling it – and you leave the water behind. You get ten times the taste, smell and strength per unit volume: in fact a drop of the old how’s-your-father.


The genial drinker, sad to say, who proceeds on this principle will stub his toe on a bit of chemistry long before he is marched away by the excise men. The nuisance value of science is clearly demonstrated by the fact that if you fill your kettle with Haut-Brion and switch on, carefully collecting the aromatic vapours as they arise, far from finding yourself with a tenth of a kettle of quintessence of Haut-Brion, you will have on the one hand some dark red paint, and on the other a liquid which would be spat out by a dying mercenary.


The practice of distilling is not quite as simple as the principle. Nor does the drinking begin as the precious spirit drips from the condenser. It takes time, patience, good oak barrels, and maybe just a touch of vanilla before the essence is fit to drink. Hence, alas, the price of brandy.


Brandy is the best spirit, but wine is not the only thing you can distil. Anything that contains starch or sugar can be fermented and distilled to make a spirit of sorts (and, as you will find in a quick whip round of some of the less-frequented Asiatic hostelries, is). Rice, cactus juice, flowers, petrol (not recommended for amateurs), boot-polish (obscure, and losing popularity after a series of disastrous vintages) are all sources of heart’s ease – and stomach’s disease – in different countries.


At the moment a wave of flavoured vodkas is upon us. At Crockford’s6 in these past few weeks, believe it or not, members have been heard calling repeatedly for ‘Polish drink’ (the English phonetic equivalent of Jarzebiak, a vodka flavoured with rowanberries).


The Balkans, Russia, Poland and Scandinavia have a variety of aqua vitae of a very different provenance. They distil grain or potatoes – it doesn’t matter which – to a very high degree of rectification. They even filter the spirit through charcoal to get rid of any flavour. They then add a flavour of aniseed or herbs and bring it down to what they consider drinkable strength with water. I may say I am at odds with the Poles over this: 140° proof (the strength of their ‘Plain Spirit’ – absolute alcohol is 175° proof) seems to me to be bragging.


In the East, Major Bloodnok country,7 arak, arrack, arack or arrak is the word for any number of brews of no gastronomic distinction whatever. The ones I have tasted seemed to me to demand too high a price, both before and after, for any pleasant sensations they may have induced. It may be the distillate, the distiller or the still, or it may just be my prejudiced palate, but my advice if you value your health is to stick to methylated spirits.


From this vast array of light disguises for alcohol it is hard to discriminate and select. Nor is there much point in spluttering through bottle after bottle in search of an elixir. There isn’t one. I can think of three ardent waters however that have characters well worth meeting and, to me, memorable.


One is a very old Kirsch, which OW Loeb and Co have in their cellars in Robert Street, Adelphi. Age has brought out the cherry flavour and smoothed the spirit into something very fine. Another is Calvados, Normandy’s apple brandy, which leads the fruit-brandy field from Slivovitz. The traditional use of Calvados is to make un trou normand8 through a full stomach during a rich meal. It works like an auger. This makes it sound like a medicine, though; in fact, its digestive properties are mentioned only as an excuse for another glass.


The third is a new arrival in Europe: Mexican tequila. Cactus whisky. Two sorts of cactus are tapped in Mexico, and the juice fermented and distilled. Mescal, peons’ plonk, is considered unsuitable for export because the mescaline in it gives you such sweet dreams. Tequila is alcohol innocent of additives, but the perfect base for a sour. For this sublime drink you need fresh limes, tequila, sugar and ice. A strong man’s alternative involves orange juice and chillies. Heady stuff.


Giles Congreve, About Town, 1962


A GREAT YEAR FOR BORDEAUX


However often wine men tell you it is folly to judge a vintage until a good six months after the picking, it is hard to resist the mood of excitement in Bordeaux now.


I am staying at Loudenne, the Gilbey family’s9 château in the Médoc. The house must have seen hundreds of vintage house parties since it was built, in the days when all Bordeaux, and not just bits of it, was English. Not many of them can have been as sure as we are of a really splendid wine when it is ready to drink in – who knows? – five, ten, twenty years’ time.


Loudenne is not a great classified growth. Its best wine, unusual for the Médoc, is white and dry like a Graves. The château is more distinguished for its beauty – a long, low, rose-pink building standing among vines and meadows on the gentle slope down to the River Gironde – and its hospitality. Great wine is not grown here, but the château’s long barns are the take-off point for all the clarets Gilbey’s and their associated firms buy for the English market. Their own harbour on the river, where white yachts have often been seen among the freighters and barges, used to give them a head start on wine shipped from Bordeaux, forty miles farther up the river. Now, sad to say, truck transport is cheaper.


It is terribly important that 1964 should be a good vintage in France. The endless downpour of last summer made this scene a very different one this time last year. Sodden bunches of grapes, rotting on the dripping vines, gave very little wine worth the name. This year the weather has been so good that it has even made up for some of the lost ripening time of the new green vine-wood.10 The quantity will not be exceptional, but growers I have spoken to confidently expect a wine with tremendous colour, body, staying-power and general deliciousness.


Prices, unfortunately, will be (to use a vino/stockbroking term) as firm as ever. Nothing has happened to ease the pressure that demand is putting on supply. Nor, it seems, will it for some time.


Gradually, though, we can expect the growers in outlying districts, away from the famous names, to get the hang of the improved methods of winemaking that are being developed in the richer cellars every year. Already districts on the unfashionable side of the Gironde are getting well placed on English lists and even bottling some of their own wine: a great mark of distinction for what used to be sold as red bordeaux and no nonsense. The news here, in short, is that everybody’s wine is going to be good, and the best very expensive. There is everything to gain by watching out for the lesser growths (Loudenne, come to think of it, included) so long as they have a famous shipper’s name somewhere about their person.11


The Sunday Times, 1964


WINE FOR PICNICS


Picnics can stick in your memory when three-star restaurants have all merged into one great ruinous excess. I have flashbacks of childhood picnics in the hills of Scotland, sandy sandwiches on beaches, mugs of soup in the cockpits of yachts, wine and peaches among the boulders of a dried-up creek in Sicily, apples and cheese by the Necanicum River in Oregon – even a can of consommé by the roadside in Mexico with a flat tyre and night falling. All these meals – little-planned or not planned at all, as some of them were – had the great element of a picnic – the open air – and they are unforgettable. The joys of picnicking are not the joys of the exquisite, the rarefied, of rich sauces and great growths of wine, but the simple pleasure of refreshment. Bread, cheese and beer is a prefect meal under a hayrick at harvest time, if the bread be warm and crusty, the cheese creamy and strong and the beer as cold as a stone. So, perfect picnic wines are not wines to hold up to the light, to nose and ponder over. It is hardly ever necessary to pay more than $3 a bottle for outdoor wine, with the exception of Champagne.


The virtues of Champagne are too obvious to mention. Its disadvantages are the care you must take not to shake it up so that it behaves like a geyser when you open it, and the cooling problem. Warm Champagne is a terrible thing. But for lunch in sunlight or dinner in moonlight, on terrace, backyard, quarterdeck or coral reef, cold dry sparkling Champagne is the essence of fresh-air celebrations.


For hot-weather beach picnics when fingers are salty and toes sandy, at a barbecue or just with a hamper of cold meat and sandwiches, tomatoes, cheese and fruit, rosé wines are ideal. They stand up better than any wine to the rough-and-tumble of getting the party to the beach. They don’t even mind (I say this with baited breath in the presence of experts who won’t hear of it) a lump of ice in the glass. In fact, slight dilution of a heady wine (rosés can be deceptively strong in effect) is a good idea under a hot sun. The French, who are so downright practical, and hence capable of gestures of the utmost disrespect to wine, often mix a rosé or red with iced lemonade on picnics. The younger the child, the higher the proportion of lemonade, but even the youngest has his drink tinged with red.


Sparkling rosés are good as well. Burgundy’s Oeil de Perdrix (do partridges really have pink eyes?) pretty well sums up the joys of summer and eating out of doors. As with Champagne, of course, you must take care not to shake the bottle. The Portuguese half-sparkling Mateus Rosé, which has enough bubbles to find it a lively feeling on your tongue but not enough ever to fizz and foam, overcomes that difficulty.12


Many of my best picnics have been roadside ones far from home, bought piecemeal along the way and eaten in a borrowed field. For this kind of impromptu meal, in a strange place among strange people, there is really only one wine to drink: the wine of the country.


(American) House & Garden, 1964


BURGUNDY AND BLACK FROST


‘Burgundy’, said Viscount Chandos13 prophetically last year, ‘is appropriate to black frosts and the smell of wood fires.’ It is the wine that belongs to game and great barons and saddles of roast meat – winter food. It has had such a long run of appropriateness so far this year that it is a wonder there is any left.


For genuine burgundy is never in ample supply. With Chablis to the north and Beaujolais to the south it shares the doubtful honour of being the most imitated wine in the world.14 A great deal of it is, in the technical language of the trade, ‘stretched’. When you consider that Bordeaux has twelve times the area of vineyards, producing almost fifteen times the amount of wine (for burgundy’s grape, the Pinot, is by no means prolific) and that bordeaux is scarce enough to reach unearthly prices, the question is bound to arise: where does all the burgundy come from?15


Certainly a great deal of wine from the Midi, where everything withers except the grape, finds its way north to Burgundy. It can fulfil a useful purpose there, building up wines of dull, thin years (or growths) into something like the robust creatures we expect of Burgundy. Corbières, for example, in Languedoc, produces a full, balanced wine with a splendid colour that comes in very handy in off years. But nobody is anxious to discuss what must, for the most part, be a matter for conjecture.


Most wine lists in this country usually put their burgundies under the names of their communes, which have become almost, as it were, generic terms. Thus one expects Gevrey-Chambertin to be a heavy16, full-bodied wine – even for burgundy. Volnay, on the other hand, or Beaune, having been endowed by nature with a more slender frame and delicate sweetness, should conform to (at least) these characteristics.


Roughly speaking, the red wines of Burgundy are heaviest from the north, lightening towards the south (where the whites come from). And, as the Burgundians say, it’s the vineyard that matters. A wine, therefore, that comes from a single vineyard will tell you so. Under the commune name – for example, Beaune – will appear another name. It might be one of the outstanding growths, as well known as Les Grèves, or one of the good ones, such as Les Theurons.


It is hard to remember these not-particularly-memorable names, but harder still to find them. Single-vineyard burgundies are scarce, their prices are high and the average off-licence simply does not stock them.


Outside this specialised field the most important thing about a burgundy is its shipper, some of whom have made reputations for reliability. Many of them are also owners of some of the vineyards whose wine they sell. Their names appear on the labels of their wines. It is a pity they do not appear more often on wine lists, too. Ordering burgundy without knowing who was responsible for it – as one sometimes has to in restaurants – can feel rather like buying a pig in a poke.


John Congreve17, The Sunday Times 1964


EIGHTEEN HOURS IN JEREZ


There are vintage festivals and vintage festivals. There are Bacchic bean feasts with all the befuddled fumbling of wreathed maidens that Titian did so well, and there are mere damp village fêtes with a straggle of schoolchildren – more up Lowry’s street.


Jerez’s (say that after half a bottle) feria for the new sherry vintage is the first of the year, and by far the best. It starts on a Tuesday in September, gathers momentum steadily until the weekend, and the dying strains are the following Monday.


The daily programme – or what of it I can remember – goes something like this. Reveille (pianissimo) at 11.30am; coffee and sweet buns and honey on the patio by the fountain (or alternatively a quick dip from a deserted beach just in front of your hotel room); to the municipal park for the dressage at the military stud farm; kept spellbound by the caballeros and their birds using the long sandy walks for inspired showing-off.


To one of the twenty palatial sherry bodegas to see the cask I was allowed to sign last year, slap its flank and help to hollow it a bit; invited for an early lunch (half-past three) before the bullfight, in a Casa Pupoid18 white house on a green hill of vines, heavy now with amber clusters.


To the bullfight; almost faint with heat, rage, fear, noise and the smell – never again; asked at 7 for refreshment in a bodega garden; sherry and tea and blessed shade; back to the hotel for a bath and sleep.


Called at 9.30pm to dress for dinner; curiously peckish on leaving hotel, so dive into little bar opposite, famous for tapas; wash down four or five giant prawns to the accompaniment of brilliantly subversive conversation from more or less permanent residents; going to be late for 10pm invitation – rush; am first guest at 10.30; host arrives at 10.45; sherry and tapas until nearly 11.30; then the long cool dinner of a summer night.


One o’clock, off to the gardens, invited to a private casetta, a little Rex Whistlerish pavilion among a score of such elegant structures, all belonging to the great sherry dynasties, under the trees; thread way through funfair to reach it (six shots with air rifle for a flamenco dolly: the sights must have been fixed); a scene of marvellous grace inside: long dresses, candles and balloons – and Champagne at last. Leant over the rail for an hour to watch the desultory outbreaks of flamenco in the crowd under the lamplit trees, and listen to the fistfuls of music, clicking of castanets and the clattering of hooves.


One party leaves at four to see the Cartuja19 by moonlight; another leaves with a party going swimming; by five I am asking the night porter for a magnum of Vichy Catalan water to take to bed.


The Sunday Times, 1960s


WINE


INTRODUCTION


Think, for a moment, of an almost paper-white glass of liquid, just shot with greeny-gold, just tart on your tongue, full of wild-flower scents and spring-water freshness. And think of a burnt-umber fluid, as smooth as syrup in the glass, as fat as butter to smell and sea-deep with strange flavours. Both are wine.20


Wine is grape juice. Every drop of liquid filling so many bottles has been drawn out of the ground by the roots of a vine. All these different drinks have at one time been sap in a stick. It is the first of many strange and some – despite modern research – mysterious circumstances that go to make wine not only the most delicious, but also the most fascinating, drink in the world.


It would not be so fascinating if there were not so many different kinds. Although there are people who do not care for it, and who think it more than a nuisance that a wine list has so many names on it, the whole reason that wine is worth study is its variety.


From crushed grapes come an infinite number of scents and flavours, to some extent predictable, to some extent controllable – to some extent neither. The kind of vines, where they are planted, how they are pruned, when they are picked, how they are pressed and how long they are aged all bear on the eventual taste. And behind each of these factors there is a tradition or argument or set of reasons why it should be done this way rather than that, and a wonderful variety of ideas about the ideal in view.


Wine is the pleasantest subject in the world to discuss. All its associations are with occasions when people are at their best: with relaxation, contentment, leisurely meals and the free flow of ideas. The scope of wine is neverending. To me its fascination is that so many other subjects lie within its boundaries. Without geography and topography it is incomprehensible; without history it is colourless; without taste it is meaningless; without travel it remains unreal. It embraces botany, chemistry, agriculture, carpentry, economics – and any number of sciences whose names I do not even know. It leads you up paths of knowledge and byways of expertise you would never glimpse without it. Best of all, it brings you into friendly contact with some of the most skilful and devoted craftsmen, the most generous and entertaining hosts you will find anywhere.


Wine, Hugh Johnson, Mitchell Beazley, 1966


IS FUN CITY WORTH THE FARE?


Out and back, Heathrow to Kennedy, on a twenty-one-day excursion ticket. It costs £107.3s. You arrive, five hours later in the day than your hosts admit, in a fuming bedlam. Ten minutes of it is enough to convince you that you have never seen a city before.21


New York is the city of cities, just as certainly as Fujiyama is the mountain of mountains, or the Salisbury the pub of pubs. And as mountain air is bracing, and West Country air relaxing, so New York air (what little there is of it) is the hormone treatment for worldliness.


I can walk down one of the grimy avenues – a roaring traffic-slum between buildings like portraits of Dorian Grey, showing the cupidity of their owners in every wink and pock of their outrageous façades – and feel ten feet high.


Mayor Lindsay christened New York ‘Fun City’. The Air Pollution Control Association retaliated with a poster of a man in a gas mask, captioned ‘Fun City Survival Kit’. Public transport carries advertisements with lambs skipping around above the legend ‘Be Kind, Be Gentle’, while the driver of the bus lets fly with his horn at an old woman and a little child crossing the street. Best of all is the other inspired motto on the sides of Fifth Avenue buses: ‘Decry Complacency’. The city knows its faults, and revels in them.


The way I feel about New York, I would go there just to stride about on its free stilts as other people would go to the seaside to be supine. There is urgency and beauty in every breath of it, from the shower-bath humidity that drenches it in summer to the lovely murderous moment in winter when a taxi, its tyres humming through the night down the avenue, bursts through one of the pale spectres of steam from a subway grating and rushes on.


So strong a flavour of its own has this extraordinary city that it makes up for all its lack of grace and subtlety. It is like going to a brilliantly acted and persuasive play whose plot appals you and whose conclusions you reject: it is the best entertainment in the world.


Much of what makes New York so worth visiting is included in the price of the ticket. It costs nothing to look. Nowhere else on earth is there so much (some beautiful, more ugly, but all fascinating) to look at. There is beauty in the mountainous buildings of Manhattan, seen from a distance over the water, either from the nickel-a-ride Staten Island Ferry (known, and rightly, as the biggest travel bargain in the world), or from Brooklyn Heights against the tangerine sky of evening.


And there is beauty of a different kind over on Riverside Drive, in that heart-rendingly nostalgic (even to an Englishman) Saturday Evening Post cover scene: the boys in their ballpark under the golden planes by the thruway, when the light fades and the twinkling lamps come up on the George Washington Bridge; a king-size nocturne leading to New Jersey, Virginia, Louisiana, and beyond.


The sense of scale, of being on the edge of the great continent, is irresistible. You will hear a New Yorker talk about ‘the coast’ and realise that he is talking about the Pacific shore, two and a half thousand miles away. Ten miles out of Manhattan there are road signs announcing that the area is ‘thickly settled’ – implying that the rest is still all jackals and Indians; and to all intents and purposes, so empty is the enormous land, it is.


The Fifth Avenue shops, the Park Avenue apartments, the Broadway sky signs, the red-carpeted platform where the 20th Century Limited, as audaciously romantic as its name, slides to a halt, seventeen hours out of Chicago; all of them are of a piece, of New York: larger than life.


The Sunday Times, 1967


SUNNY AUSTRIA-ON-SEA


My first bright little coinage to describe Portugal was Austria-on-Sea. It was the spick-and-spanness of it all after the crumbling slums of Spain, the blue-and-white tiles, the whiter-than-white wash and, perhaps most of all, the little men in grey uniforms, whom I took at first to be soldiers or police, along every road. Road-menders, as it turned out – but uniformed road-menders seemed to me more like the Tyrol than Iberia.


Real Spain-lovers rarely take wholeheartedly to Portugal. It seems to them to betray the throbbing integrity of the peninsula. The Portuguese are not proud enough or dirty or rich or poor enough. Their food is not strong and heavy enough. Their bulls are not killed.


What cools the blood of the Portuguese, and even seems to make itself heard in the sibilants of their strange language, is the Atlantic Ocean. You cannot get much farther than a hundred miles from it in Portugal – and when you get that far you are in country that is getting very like Spain.22


Nevertheless Portugal is far from being one long sea coast. Naturally it was on the coast that tourism started: first the sandy shore near Lisbon became a refuge for exiled royalty; then the beaches north of Oporto began to build hotels; then, most recently, the Algarve in the south came out in bungalows. But inland Portugal also benefits from the sea in having a wonderfully fruitful, temperate climate. To me the Minho, north of the River Douro up to the Spanish border, and the hills south of the Douro, which seem to have no particular name but roll in crests and dingles of dark pine and slivery gum tree to the Dão wine country, are some of the loveliest places on earth.


It is hard to believe that farmland can have so much of the quality of a garden – above all in scale, for the fields are tiny and irregular, the peeling eucalyptus massive and mature, the lanes deep and narrow, the streams overgrown and the granite-and-white buildings heaped with vines and flowering climbers. With its chapels, cloistered farmyards, a hundred varieties of ox-wain and harness, the shade of vine-trellises, the colours of camellia, rhododendron and azalea, the bearded fruitfulness of corn, the Minho is like a subtropical pre-Industrial-Revolution Devon.


At a pensão in the Minho I have had the feeling of being in France before World War I, in a place where local culture is rich and intact. Where local cooking, besides, is of total purity: great earthen pots of lampreys in dark sauce, a steaming nightmare of octopus, a great kettle of clams, roast pork on a board, raw beef, a basin of small lettuce leaves over which mild onion is grated for the salad. There is Serra da Estrela, ewe’s milk cheese, the oranges that are the Portuguese passion, and clusters of tangerines hardly bigger than walnuts, unbelievably sweet, still on their twigs and framed in leaves.


The wine, which in all the Minho is vinho verde, slightly sharp and prickly new wine, either palest yellow or dark purple, is brought in blue-and-white pitchers to the table.


Only half an hour’s drive inland, though, the peace of country Portugal is perfect. The land has a cultivated face, with baroque village churches and country houses, elephant-grey stone filled in with white, of great beauty. Distances are short, making the Minho ideal for meditative, pottering sort of touring: there are no long straight roads to be eaten up – the distance to the next ancient little town is enough.


The Sunday Times, 1967


ALL AT SEA IN A MAJESTIC STORM


...There was time for a British Rail breakfast (their strong point) and lunch (one of their weak ones) before Newcastle, and then a bit of shunting and we were down by the river. The ship calmly served us tea and dry spicy cakes while tugs pulled her into the stream; the pilot took to his cutter; an unexpected Norman keep frowned over the mouth of the river; the wind freshened and the ship gently started to roll.


Dinner was excellent. Most of the passengers appeared, and took new heart from the salmon trout mayonnaise and the roast chicken. The bar after dinner was full of stories of rough crossings of the past. We put our noses outside and noted that the wind was rising, and the sea swelling, and went to bed content.


I had been asleep about half an hour when the stool took off and crashed into the cabin door23. I swung my legs out and trod on the carpet, to find my feet flying away from me. I sat down hard; the stool came back and got me. I crawled back into my bunk; a great lurch and I was floating in the air three inches above it. No hope of sleep; I reconciled myself to spending the night hanging on.


The view through the porthole, as soon as it was light, was spectacularly beautiful. The sky was blue, and the wild sea under it shimmered in the light. From the crest of the waves racing away from the ship’s side a plume of spray flew furiously. For a second the glass would be underwater; then for a moment in a cloud of spray; then another wave, far above, would race off, its crest jostling and disintegrating in the screaming wind.


From the boat deck, the sight of the storm was majestic. An intermittent hail of spray flew up the ship’s side, hitting the bottoms of the lifeboats like gunshot. The wind howled and wailed. Waves that seemed far higher than the ship as she lay in a trough bore down upon us and lifted us like a dinghy.


In the dining room there was chaos. The air was full of hearty Norwegian breakfast. A cylinder of cheese rolled to and fro across the deck while plates and cups of coffee exploded like shells against the walls. The stewardesses performed fantastic feats of balance for the benefit of the four passengers in the room, only to see their labours wasted in the next consignment of airborne provisions.


The morning sped by. We were told that the wind had reached force ten, that an oil rig was disintegrating somewhere not far off, and that men were being swept off trawlers on all sides. All too soon the wind began to drop, and we began to wonder whether the chef would attempt the famous koldtbord, the Norwegian smorgasbord, one of the chief attractions of the voyage. If anything could be better than the air full of coffee and cheese it would be the air full of gravlax and eggs with dill and pickled herrings and cold pork.


By the evening the ship, well under the lee of Norway, was moving at full speed and smoothly again. The long run up the undramatic Oslofjord lasted well into the morning of the next day. Oslo, at the end, was an infinitely more interesting and charming city than I had expected. But it was out in the North Sea, with the tough little ship, built for just such crossings, alone in the frenzied wind and water, that the real excitement lay for me. Our island, half the year, is surrounded by the elements at their most dramatic and beautiful. It was an experience I shall never forget to go out to see them, and to meditate on the poor folk who have to, and have had to since the Vikings set sail for the West, face them without the promise of a koldtbord and a warm bunk.


The Sunday Times, 1968
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__________


1 This, in December 1960, was my first wine article ever. My advisors included the epicure André Simon and the tycoon Nubar Gulbenkian: choices were correspondingly lavish.


2 Prices were in shillings (s) and pence (d), so the Château Margaux cost £1.20 in today’s money.


3 Vic’s ‘Polynesian’ restaurant in the basement of the London Hilton was all the rage


4 (the nickname of The Honourable East India Co)


5 Giles Congreve was a nom de verre I used for a while. About Town was a cheerful men’s lifestyle magazine. At first Man About Town, it dropped the Man – and could well have dropped the Town


6 a London gaming club; not, alas, mine


7 Major Denis Bloodnok, military idiot and former plumber’s mate (Retd), a fictional character from the 1950s BBC Radio comedy The Goon Show. He was played by Peter Sellers


8 literally, a Norman hole: served as a middle course in a large meal to restore appetite


9 I married a Gilbey cousin. I even courted her at Loudenne during this very vintage


10 In the end it rained almost non-stop.


11 Gilbey’s alas became part of International Distillers & Vintners, and eventually of the absurdly named Diageo.


12 Ten years later Mateus was the world’s most popular wine. Boom was followed by bust. Time for a revival?


13 (then chairman of the National Theatre)


14 Today it’s the rarest that are faked.


15 Contrast the naivety of our knowledge of burgundy in those days to today’s almost obsessive intensity.


16 heavy? Not these days


17 Condé Nast, my employers from 1960 to 1964, didn’t like their employees writing for organs that didn’t belong to them. They paid me, to start with, £12 a week, which barely paid my rent, and certainly not my aspirational expenses. For freelance work I lurked as Giles Congreve, and for The Sunday Times, for a reason I don’t remember, as his brother John.


18 Casa Pupo was the Chelsea shop that introduced simple Spanish taste to London


19 the carthusian monastery or charterhouse; a great gothic building – wonderful under a full moon


20 I retired from what my future parents-in-law accepted as proper employment in 1964 to write a book. Judy and I married in 1965 and Wine was published the next year. A fruitful honeymoon.
I wrote the first paragraph early one winter morning waking from a dream. It was my Kubla Khan moment – sadly, my only one.


21 In 1967 the then-new Editor of The Sunday Times, Harold Evans, made me Travel Editor.


22 All this beauty was ravaged in the 1960s when many Portuguese returned from self-imposed exile under the Fascist government. They brought money and modern taste – or no taste at all.


23 the Fred Olsen Line crossed the North Sea in all weathers
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THE WORLD ATLAS OF WINE


INTRODUCTION


Maps, to me, since first I started on the happily absorbing study of wine, have been the vital, logical ally. Even the roughest sketch-map has always helped me, as a framework for organising memories and impressions. With a map, distinctions and relationships become clear. Things fall into place.1


This is how this atlas came into being. Bit by bit it dawned on me that maps on a large enough scale are more than aids to navigation, they are pictures of the ground and what goes on on it; that it was possible, as it were, to take a reader up into a high mountain and show him all the vineyards of the earth.


The relation between maps and wine could not be more intimate. Wine is, after all, the unique agricultural product whose price depends entirely on where it comes from. The better the wine, the more exactly it locates its origin – down, eventually, to one diminutive field in a simple village lying under what Stendhal2 described as ‘an ugly dried-up little hill’: Romanée-Conti.


We have only to see how eerily accurate classifications of quality can remain for over a century to realise that it is the exact spot of earth that is the governing factor. Men change; techniques and fashions change; owners, machines, even the climate changes. What does not change is the soil, the elevation, and the exposure. The trial and error of centuries has established where they are best – yet strange to say they have never been comprehensively mapped.3


FRANCE When the last raindrop has been counted, and no geological stone is left unturned, there will still remain the imponderable question of national character that makes France the undisputed mistress of the vine; the producer of infinitely more and more varied great wines than all the rest of the world ....


BURGUNDY The very name of Burgundy has a ring of richness about it. Let Paris be France’s head, Champagne her soul; there is no doubt about what Burgundy is: her stomach. It is a land of long meals, well supplied with the best materials. It is the most famous of the ancient duchies of France. But long before it was either, even before Christianity came to France, it was famous for its wine.


A Burgundian understandably feels a certain reverence towards the commonplace-looking ridge of the Côte d’Or, as towards an unknown god. One is bound to wonder at the fact, witnessed by the tongues and palates of generation after generation, that a few small parcels of land on this hill give superlative wine, each with its own positive personality, and that others do not. Surely one can discover the facts that distinguish one parcel from another – giving to some grapes more sugar, thicker skins, a pulp more rich in minerals?


One can. And one cannot. There are millions of facts to collect and collate. Soil and subsoil have been analysed time and again. Temperature and humidity and wind direction have been recorded; must examined under the microscope ... yet the central mystery remains. One can put down only certain physical facts, and place beside them the reputations of the great wines. No one can prove how they are connected.


BORDEAUX If the name of Burgundy suggests richness and plenty, Bordeaux has more than a hint of elegance about it. In place of the plump prelate who seems to symbolise Burgundy, Bordeaux calls to mind a distinguished figure in a frock coat. Picture him tasting pale red wine from a crystal glass. He has one thumb tucked into his waistcoat, while through the open door beyond him there is a glimpse of a turreted house, insubstantial in the pearly seaside light. He enters his moderate enthusiasms in a leather pocket book, observing the progress of beauty across his palate like moves in a game of chess. Aspects of Bordeaux appeal to the aesthete, as Burgundy appeals to the sensualist. One is the nature of the wine: at its best indescribably delicate in nuance and complexity. Another is the sheer intellectual challenge of so many estates in so many regions and sub-regions that no one has mastered them all.


CHABLIS No wine sends one rummaging more desperately for descriptive phrases. There is something there one can so nearly put a finger on. It is hard but not harsh, reminds one of stones and minerals, but at the same time of green hay; actually, when it is young, it looks green, which many wines are supposed to. Grand Cru Chablis tastes important, strong, almost immortal. And indeed it does last a remarkably long time; a strange and delicious sort of sour taste enters into it at ten years or so, and its golden-green eye flashes meaningfully.


ITALY The Greeks called Italy Oenotria – Land of Wine. The map reminds us that there is little of Italy that is not more or less wine country. Her annual production is now easily the biggest in the world.4 Yet what is at the same time amiable and maddening about her is her age-old insouciance about it all. With a few important exceptions, Italian wine has always been, with its delights and disappointments, enough to drive any tidy-minded wine merchant to drink.


SHERRY COUNTRY Finesse – meaning fine-ness in its most literal sense, a combination of strength and delicacy – is not one of the qualities you normally find in scorched-earth wines. Where the sun fairly grills the ground, and the grapes ripen as warm as fruit in a pie, wine sometimes develops wonderful thews and sinews, power and depth. But finesse ...?


This is sherry’s great distinction. It is a question of chalk, of the breed of the Palomino grape, of huge investment and long-inherited skill. Not every bottle of sherry, by a very long way, has this quality. But a real Fino, the rarely shipped unstrengthened produce of the bare white chalk dunes of Macharnudo or Sanlúcar de Barrameda, is an expression of wine and wood as vivid and beautiful as any in the world.


There are little bars in Jerez where the tapas, the morsels of food without which no Jerezano puts glass to mouth, constitute a banquet. From olives and cheese to prawns, to raw ham, to peppery little sausages, to lobster claws, to miniature steaks streaked with amber onions, the path of temptation is broad and long.5


Your little copita, a glass no more imposing than an opening tulip, fills and empties with a paler wine, a cooler wine, a more druggingly delicious wine than you have ever tasted. It seems at the same time dry as dust and just teasingly sweet, so that you have to sip again to trace the suggestion of grapes.


THE ALTO DOURO Of all the places where men have planted vineyards, the upper Douro is the most improbable. To begin with there was not even soil: only 6o-degree slopes of slate and granite, flaking and unstable, baked in a 100-degree sun. It was a land of utter desolation. The vine, however, is the one useful plant that is not quite deterred by these conditions. What was needed was the engineering feat of putting soil on the Douro slopes and keeping it there.


TOKAY Yellow-painted four-in-hand gigs overtake grey old wagons of barrels on the road into Tokay. The cobbles are covered in mud and straw. A mist steams up from the Bodrog river, wreathing the coppery vines on the hill. From the door of the Halászcsárda6 comes a great smell of pike and paprika and bacon and dumplings and sour cream and coffee.


Tokay is like one of the provincial towns in Russian novels that burn themselves into the memory by their very plainness. And indeed Russia is only forty miles away.7


THE FAR EAST The vine travelled west from its earliest home, conquered the Mediterranean, and has ever since given its best performance in Western Europe. But it also travelled east, across India into China. The vine was known to gardeners in China – who called one variety ‘vegetable dragon pearls’. They knew how to make wine with it, and did so. Why then did it not become part of their way of life8, as it has in every Western country where it will grow successfully?


AUSTRALIA If the first flag to flap over Australian soil in 1770 had been the white and gold of the Bourbons instead of the red, white and blue of King George, it is pleasant to speculate what the results might have been.


But even in Anglo-Saxon hands, winegrowing got off to a flying start. The First Fleet of 1788, bringing the first permanent settlers, carried vines among its cargo; the first governor made wine; the first number of the Sydney Gazette, in 1803, carried an article (translated from the French) called ‘Method of Preparing a Piece of Land for the Purpose of Forming a Vineyard’, and by the 1820s the first of the present-day vineyards in New South Wales was making wine.


ENGLAND AND WALES The idea of English wine is usually greeted with mockery or disbelief. It is commonly thought that England lies too far north for grapes to ripen – and besides that, there is too much rain.9


The fact remains, however, that in the early Middle Ages the monastic vineyards of England were extensive, and by all accounts successful. Had it not been for England’s acquisition in 1152 of Bordeaux – an easily accessible source of better wine – they would probably have continued to this day. But they faded away in the later Middle Ages, and since then only spasmodic attempts at winegrowing in England and Wales were made until recently.


Now there is every sign that a serious revival is afoot; as many as twenty-four vineyards are making wine.10


SCOTLAND: THE HIGHLAND MALTS The ‘single’, or unblended, malt whiskies of the Highlands round the River Spey are to Scotch what château-bottled classed growths are to bordeaux. The highest quality is combined in them with the maximum individuality and distinction. Each of them is superb, recognizable, consistent, and exactly like no other whisky on earth.11


Most malt whisky is used to give character to the famous blends that sell all over the world. Only a little is sold ‘single’. It has much more body, fragrance, texture and usually sweetness than blended whisky – but no two are alike.


A typical Speyside distillery is a quiet place. It seems to have the pace of farm life rather than industry. On a bright cool summer morning or in the almost permanent darkness of a Scottish winter, the same simple processes are repeated by quiet men.


There is endless debate about the sources of quality and character in Scotch. The water is one favourite topic. There is general agreement that it should be soft, since soft water is a better solvent than hard, and extracts more proteins from the malted barley. Traditionally the best water is said to come through peat over red granite – as the burns do that flow down from the hills of the treeless deer forests past the distillery doors.


The World Atlas of Wine, Hugh Johnson, Mitchell Beazley, 1971



WINE (REVISED EDITION)


FOREWORD


The eight years since the first version of this book came out have been the most tumultuous and exciting in the entire history of wine.12


I am not talking of the upheavals in which the world’s wine trade has been largely reshaped, the acres of new legislation, or even the spectacular increase in wine-drinking in countries where only a narrow stratum of society ever used to drink wine at all.


Far more significant than commercial, legal or even social change has been the revolution in wine technology. Eight years ago there were a few individuals, mostly in universities, who fully understood the controls necessary to make thoroughly good wine. Today wine science is almost universal. Eight years ago good wine was the exception: the bulk of the world’s wine was mediocre. Today good wine is the rule: a real old-fashioned bad wine is getting hard to find.


Not all the news is as good as this. Some of the very grandest growths have possibly let their standards slip. Their wine has become too easy to sell, even at its inflated price. And the more modest growths of the most famous regions have shared the price rises and climbed out of easy reach. But the wines that matter to most of us most of the time, the daily-drinking wines whether from old regions or new, have never been better, or been better value for money. What is more we can look forward to their quality continuing to improve, and their prices very likely remaining stable.


When I first wrote this book I was a newcomer to wine, enraptured with my discovery. The book has needed rewriting in detail – but not, I am glad to say, in essence. The way the pleasure of wine renews itself bottle after bottle, vintage after vintage, year after year, is the most exciting discovery of all.


Wine (revised edition), Hugh Johnson, Mitchell Beazley, 1974


YEAR ONE: OK


The club has been going for nine months now: long enough for us to get the feel of it.13 They have been marvellous months to live through. Everything has gone the way we expected, planned and hoped – only at twice the speed. We now have about 14,000 members, who are drinking very respectable quantities of wine: to all appearances a healthy and happy underground movement in a world that seems in various ways off-colour and fed up. This summer we are laying plans for our second year and our second phase.


Wine Times (newsletter of The Sunday Times Wine Club) Issue 4, 1974


ONE MAN’S WEEK


SUNDAY I’ve been meaning to photograph Mme Cassin’s garden.14 This is the perfect morning. Lavender, tomatoes, dahlias, cabbages, pears are all strung with spiders’ webs and drenched with dew. At one edge the vines tilt down towards the Dordogne and the misty light. There is no pattern about the garden – no paths, even – just rows of everything nourishing or beautiful that an old hand at the game can squeeze in. I think of last night’s dinner: the mayonnaise, the ceps à la bordelaise, the Cassins’ own blackcurrant liqueur (not together I must add) ... and hurry in to breakfast.


Standing room only at Mass in St-Émilion for the start of the vintage. Ripe grapes and a clear sky: the best-looking harvest for five years. The curé (Diet by name, by nature I think not) sits at the altar and booms into a microphone – the last thing he needs. Two big improvements on Communion at home: instead of a disc of blotting paper, the ‘bread’ is a finger of buttery pastry – and the wine is St-Émilion.


To Bordeaux after lunch for a radio interview. Forty-five minutes of French without a breather is gruelling. We talked about wine, food, trees, gardening architecture ... I begin to sound too brainy to be true. How to explain I’m just the reference library’s best customer?


Bordeaux is sad these evenings. Most of the wine-trade restaurants are shut for lack of customers. Tony Laithwaite, David Peppercorn15 and I, three of a breed that has haunted Bordeaux for the last eight hundred years looking for bargains to ship to England, settle for the only brightly lit café and eat oysters and sausages like our forebears.


MONDAY Where am I? In a sleeping bag in a three-sided coffin smelling of tar. The charterer’s quarters (charterers being expendable) are in the forepeak of our brigantine – the bit you hit icebergs with. We sail at nine, high tide. A quick wash at the pump on deck (the last time I bothered for four days) and a dash to market for hard sausage, hard cheese, biscuits and butter. We have wine: two thousand cases of it. The whole ship is one big cellar, which is why we are dossing with the anchor chains and messing (the right word, that) on the engine-room hatch.


The tide sweeps us downriver like driftwood. We reach our first stop, Château Loudenne, halfway down the estuary three hours early. A lighter brings out barrels as deck cargo and takes us ashore to wait for the next tide. The Bordeaux way of waiting is to sit down to a square meal. Our pilot is a winegrower, too. He is impressed by Loudenne’s stainless-steel vats (so am I), but prefers his old oak. His wine is ‘as good as Rothschild’s, maybe better.’


After lunch we play cricket with osage oranges from what must be Europe’s biggest osage orange tree16 on the lawn. For a Gironde pilot, our man is a tolerable fielder.


TUESDAY Glassy calm in the Bay of Biscay. Sails limp. We chug along with our 1938 diesels, stop for a swim (the bowsprit is a dizzy diving board) and chug on again.


WEDNESDAY We’re going too fast, motoring. We’re meant to take five days. We put in to Brest to kill time.


THURSDAY Westerly gales are forecast. We confer with the captain of the Malcolm Miller on the next berth. He has a crew of 30 novices to worry about. Is he going to take his schooner out? He is. And the Winston Churchill is out there already. Brian, our skipper, is a cautious old sea dog, but all this confidence convinces him.


A Frenchman on the quay tells me this sort of weather is the only reason Britannia ever ruled the waves. She could nip out from behind the Isle of Wight on any wind while the French were stuck in port. If I had any island pride left I’d keelhaul him. But as things are, I suspect he may even be right.


FRIDAY About midnight the wind freshened, as we old salts say when the ship lies right over and waves break over the deck. The noise in the fo’c’s’le is awful. Every timber is grunting and grinding. The anchor chains slam to and fro in their tubes. In the quieter bits you can hear the water slapping about outside. Four giant cartons of long-life milk keep charging across the floor. I go on deck for some peace and quiet.


Is it nine or ten on the wind scale when the surface of the sea starts to peel off? Just after breakfast (brandy and biscuits) our single jib splits and thrashes into shreds.


We somehow miss Plymouth. Nobody quite knows which beetling cliff is which. Brian decides Torbay is a nice sheltered spot and heads east. When we get round Start Point it is like shutting the door on a blizzard.


SATURDAY Home just after midnight to a sleeping house. Took a torch to look round the garden. The gale had come and gone, scoring only one sizeable branch off a poplar and a layer of leaves on the pond. The borders stood unruffled in the moonlight. I picked up a cold windfall and took a bite. That is the magic moment, coming home, before the children see you, before you turn on a light or open a letter, you are a ghost haunting the place you love. It is worth going away for that alone.


‘One Man’s Week’ in The Sunday Times, 1975


THE CALIFORNIA WINE BOOK


FOREWORD


The discovery of a new vineyard*
does more for the happiness of mankind
than the discovery of a new star.


To any wine-lover with unatrophied taste buds and an open mind, California’s wine is the most important development, the best news, since the Romans planted the vine on the slopes of Burgundy and in the sand and gravel around Bordeaux. Quite simply, the vine has found a new home in California comparable with the places in Europe (above all in France) where its best products have evolved over two thousand years of cultivation.


This sounds perhaps as though it were just a matter of location: a simple change of address. It is much more. The elements that produce a bordeaux or a burgundy or a Rhineland comprise first and foremost the soil and the climate (which together dictate the essential character of the wine), but parallel and just as important are the social conditions – in marketing terms, the demand.


It is no coincidence that California is among the intellectual and cultural centres of the world today, as well as the place that has revolutionised wine. Californians believe in present pleasure, and they welcome new ideas. The time, the energy, and the resources many Californians are prepared to spend on refining their pleasures can be compared, historically, only with the ways of a tiny class of aristocrats in old monarchical Europe.


In Europe the great growths developed to answer the demands of the aristocracy. In an English nobleman’s cellar a hundred years ago17 you would find only First Growths: it was logical that the first stratum of society should drink the first stratum of wine. But more important for us, the first stratum of society had very few members; the demand for First Growths was therefore known, and the supply limited accordingly. It is not (saving their graces) that Lafite, Haut-Brion, Latour and the rest were the only fields in France capable of making wine of that quality. Rather, it was an historical accident that they were discovered and developed ahead of their neighbours, or of any of the hundreds of acres which probably, but unprovably, could make wine as good – though, of course, marginally different.


France’s wine system modelled itself on the social system, congealed around it, and was sanctified in its unfluid state by a theologically complicated Koran of laws, which attempted to say, once and for all, which field produced better wine than which. Masterly though these classifications are, there is one kind of change they cannot resist, and that is the kind that shaped them: the demand. The aristocracy has gone. Its place has been taken by the affluent society. It is asking too much of France’s old vineyards to supply the world’s affluent society with the precise wine that was developed for a tiny European aristocracy. Inevitably prices have risen, and just as inevitably standards have fallen. To a point compromise has worked, but if the New World (in its broadest sense) was to use wine as freely and naturally as the old one did, it had to develop its own wine idiom: to reinvent wine in its own terms. Here not only geography, but also history was kind to California. A century ago it was fully realised by the few French winemakers who knew California that her climate was the grapevine’s Elysium. By the early years of this century she was on the way to building an industry which, had it grown unchecked, would by now be one of the world’s biggest. But Prohibition stood in its path. California was forcibly retired from the race. By the time winemaking really got under way again in the early fifties, there was little in the way of active tradition to hinder a totally new back-to-square-one approach to making wine. That clean slate was the one good gift of Prohibition. It has allowed California to look for quality by scientific means.


This is not to say that winemakers in California don’t constantly refer to the European originals of the wines they make. They cannot avoid comparisons – if only because most of their vines come from France. It is a truism that a California (or for that matter a French) wine should be judged on its own merits and not on its likeness to something else. There is nonetheless an irresistible fascination in making the appropriate comparisons, and a lot to learn from them.18


California wine is at that fascinating stage of its development where the basic grammar has yet to be written and is probably still unwritable. The urge to work on it, however, has hit many people. At this moment, who knows how many contributors to its future syntax are tasting and thinking their way through its components, establishing the grounds for discussion?19


Bob Thompson and I have been among them, he for the last twenty years, I (though mainly from the safe distance of Europe) for the last ten. Five years ago we decided to make a joint contribution: to build our discussions into a book that might help get the eventual grammar under way. The giddy lurchings of an industry booming out of control made sure that nothing permanently useful would emerge for four of those years. At last, in a year of uneasy calm, it has held still long enough for us to get it in focus.
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