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INTRODUCTION


Noah was the first man to plant the vine


‘He drank of the wine and was drunk’ – Genesis


– the story goes that he lived to the age of 350 years.


There was a time in my life when I did not make wine – it was a long while ago, but I can still remember it vaguely. Before I was married, my father ‘dabbled’ in the hobby, but neither his efforts, nor the results, interested me greatly, and although I have always been fond of good living, circumstances at that time only allowed for the tasting of a commercial wine on very rare occasions. My attitude to country wines was rather condescending – it was a substitute, and I was a perfectionist. In any case, the hobby was not active enough for someone who was fond of almost any form of physical exercise. However, time goes by, as it is apt to do, and this, together with a rather serious illness, left me without a hobby, and feeling very sorry for myself.


To the clergyman who introduced me to winemaking, I shall be forever indebted, for he did much more than give me an absorbing hobby. He gave me a renewed interest in life at a time when it was really needed, and apart from that hobby, the introduction to a host of new friends through a winemaking club, and a comradeship there that I have rarely found elsewhere. (See Chapter 11 for the advantages to be gained from belonging to a winemaking club).


As a result of my experience, my main concern has always been to try to help the beginner and in doing so to keep it simple. This is for two reasons: firstly as our hobby can be simple if that is what we want of it; and secondly, due to the fact that I am no chemist anyway. I may comment on many of the modern sophisticated items now available to us, but my strong advice to those about to take up this fascinating hobby is, do not initially buy a lot of expensive equipment – learn your craft first, let your enthusiasm build up, and gradually add those little extras as you feel the need for them.


Though I hope to cover most aspects of the craft during the course of the book, the ‘Purists’ may well be disappointed, for it will contain my personal experiences, some of which may not follow the accepted pattern. I do not apologise for this, since my results have brought a fair amount of success over the past few years, and in any case, I have found so many conflicting statements in some of the books that are now available, that I am sure that I am not alone in writing from my own experience.


Although this book is not intended to be a textbook for the experienced winemaker, I feel that many of the recipes, and their layout, may be of interest to all those who enjoy participation in the craft.


Winemaking has probably become one of the most popular craft hobbies and has many attractions for those who appreciate the odd glass of wine, either with a meal, or simply on a social occasion. In these days of high taxation, our own wines are relatively cheap to make, and the hobby gives a feeling of achievement in the same way as the ability to cook an excellent meal. But unlike cooking, it is a hobby that can occupy the individual for two hours a month or twenty, according to the time and space available, and the degree of enthusiasm that the hobby has created. (Before we go any further, it must be pointed out that the law in Great Britain allows us to make any amount of wine for our own consumption, but we must not sell a drop, or allow it to be sold for profit, as no duty has been paid. Neither are we allowed to distil).


The declared definition of wine is an alcoholic beverage made from the fermented juice of the grape, fermented in the country of origin – all of which may be quite acceptable to the countries whose climates permit the growing of grapes in sufficient quantities to enable them to fulfil their needs, and possibly to export, but it is hardly satisfactory for countries such as the U.K. Nowadays the utilisation of other fruits etc. has become such an interesting craft that there are thousands of ‘amateurs’ (and I use this word with trepidation, for many of them know a great deal both about the ingredients used, and the commercial wines of the world) who are quite capable of making an alcoholic drink which is at least the equal of the middle range commercial product. Of course there are many whose efforts leave much to be desired – producing alcoholic drinks, perhaps, but for one reason or another, not up to the standard.


I hope that this book will enable anyone, even those who are new to the craft, to reach an acceptable level. By this I do not mean that all wines should become copies of the commercial product, but simply that we use them as a comparison for quality, as obviously a commercial wine must have a market value, and this becomes the best standard the amateur winemaker has to set against his or her own efforts.


As you will see, our home-made wines can be produced from an infinite variety of ingredients – flowers, fruit, grain, honey, leaves and vegetables – but experience will probably show that the best results will usually be obtained from a recipe that includes an element of fruit in it, otherwise there may be a tendency for a lack of vinosity in the finished wine. By all means experiment with other available ingredients later on, but it is better for the beginner to learn his or her craft first, before going into the intricacies of blending ingredients without the aid of a proven recipe.


Home-made wines have been made in this country for hundreds of years, using fruits from the hedgerows, flowers, vegetables etc., with honey as the sweetening agent. The first set-back to home winemaking came when the Bordeaux area fell under British rule, and for many years imports of French wines were enjoyed by the more prosperous, leaving the making of country wines to the poorer classes. Later, when those territories were lost, wines were imported from Portugal, with whom Britain had a trade treaty. In the eighteenth century the quantity of sugar imported caused the price to fall within reach of the working man, and from then onwards the use of honey declined, and gradually malt beers began to take over. As a nation, the making of wines declined, and it was indeed fortunate for us that our forebears kept, and handed down, many of the old recipes, for they are still the basis of some of our country wines today.


Many of us have heard stories of how strong the home-made wines were ‘in Grandma’s day’. Don’t believe a word of it. Present-day yeast strains and expertise are infinitely superior. It was simply that in those days the cheapness of spirits made it possible for home-made wines to be fortified with brandy. Those days are gone, and if our wines are to be as strong, we must bring this about by our own efforts, such as the control of sugar, and the use of the appropriate yeast culture, in order to keep down costs.


These last forty years have seen significant advances in the craft. New strains of yeast have become available, fining and filtering methods have been greatly improved, and with these better facilities, and the knowledge of how the alcoholic content can be controlled, we are now able to produce what we know as ‘Purpose Wines’, i.e. aperitifs, table wines, dessert wines, sparkling wines, and even liqueurs (or wines for before, during and after the meal) and I will go into these in detail in Chapter 5.


Finally, never be afraid to ask advice from an experienced winemaker – I have always found them to be most helpful.


THE ORIGINS OF WINEMAKING


Before going on to the equipment which will be needed, I would like to include a little story of the very early days of winemaking; interesting, although I cannot guarantee its accuracy. However, I would not quarrel with the description of the wine, for taken in moderation, wine can be an aid to the digestion, is full of vitamins, and in fact is one of God’s great gifts to mankind.


Jamshed, first king of the Persians, and according to legend a grandson of Noah, became an old man and lost his teeth, but he so liked the grape that he ordered his servants to press a large quantity so that he could enjoy the juice. As he wished to have the juice throughout the winter months, the stock was to be kept in great containers. After a few days, however, he noticed that the juice had changed its appearance and tasted bitter. He was very sad, and thought that the juice had gone bad and was poisonous. In order that no one should inadvertently drink it, he ordered that it should be placed in the cellar, the door locked, and on the cellar door, the word ‘Poisonous’ printed.


Soon afterwards a favourite slave had a terrible headache which caused her many sleepless nights, and she felt that she wanted to die. Finally she thought of the poisonous juice, and crept down to the cellar. After sampling the juice, she began to feel quite happy and could no longer feel the pain. The more she drank, the better she felt, until she finally fell asleep in the cellar. In the meantime her absence had been noticed, and a search for her began. After a while she was found, but she continued to sleep for two days and two nights – it is said mainly from the exhaustion of those sleepless nights. She finally woke to find the king present and very anxious about her. The headache was gone and she felt in the best of health. The king was so overjoyed that he, too, decided to sample the ‘poison’. He also became happy and carefree, and gave the drink the name of the ‘Medicine of Kings’.
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EQUIPMENT


What do we need in the way of equipment? At the outset, keep it simple. Don’t buy a lot of sophisticated equipment until you are sure that you really need it. The following is a list of what is either essential, or at least advisable.


• A two-gallon (nine-litre) bucket, preferably of good quality, rigid, white, non-toxic plastic. (Avoid the use of earthenware, which may be lead-based; enamel, which if crazed may taint a wine by contact with metal; and also any brass or copper containers).


• A cover for the bucket, either a plastic lid, or a sheet of plastic which can be tied on to exclude air.


• A large sieve or piece of muslin.


• A large funnel, preferably large enough for the sieve to fit into it.


• A large wooden or plastic spoon.


• Glass jars or demijohns – the quantity will depend on the individual, but always keep one empty jar for use in syphoning off the wine.


• Non-toxic plastic containers may be used for short-term purposes, but not for storage, and do not use a plastic container which has previously been used for vinegar.


• Airlocks, airlock bungs and either corks or rubber bungs for each jar – I prefer the rubber ones as they are easier to sterilise.


• A length of rubber or plastic tubing for syphoning off the wine.


• A hydrometer and jar (more about this in Chapter 7).


• A corker for use when bottling.


• A supply of citric acid, tartaric acid and straight corks.


• A quantity of bottles, preferably punted (i.e. not flat-based).
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FIG. 1
SOME EQUIPMENT


1. Corks (straight and competition-type)


2. Plastic funnel


3. Airlock and cork


4. Large plastic or wooden spoon


5. A corker or ‘flogger’


6. Rubber or plastic syphon tube


7. Punted bottles for red and white wines


8. Glass demijohn or fermentation jar


9. Two-gallon (nine-litre) plastic bucket


10. Sieve





• Labels.


• A bottle brush.


• A thermometer.


STERILISING THE EQUIPMENT


lt will be noticed that there is no mention of any agent for sterilising the equipment in the above list. Cleanliness is possibly the most important aspect of winemaking, and yet one which can so easily be overlooked. It is not only that the equipment should appear to be clean, it should be chemically clean. Hot water and a brush are all very well, but a quick swill will not necessarily kill all bacteria. The use of either Campden tablets or a sodium metabisulphite solution is essential if the ingredients are to be given the best possible start.


If Campden tablets are to be used, dissolve two, together with a saltspoonful of citric acid, in one pint (½ litre) of water, and thoroughly cleanse all equipment to be used. If made in larger quantities and kept in a tightly corked jar, this solution may be used and re-used over a prolonged period before it begins to lose its efficiency.


Campden tablets are in fact sodium metabisulphite, and whilst they are convenient to handle, and obviously the quantity of the chemical is easy to assess when in tablet form, it is cheaper to make up a sterilising solution using sodium metabisulphite in powder form: 5 oz (140g) to the gallon (4.5 litres) or ½ oz (14g) to the pint (½ litre). One word of warning: do not breathe the sulphur dioxide fumes given off when the sodium metabisulphate or Campden tablets are mixed with water.


Having prepared the solution, place some in jars, bottles and funnel, using a stiff brush to assist in cleaning off. The airlocks and syphoning tube should also be soaked for a few minutes. Perhaps the most important of all is the plastic bucket into which the must will be placed. Inevitably these buckets become scratched in time, and thereby provide an ideal hiding place for bacteria. Leave the solution in the bucket for a few minutes, and then rinse it out with hot water before use. Once the bucket is as germ-free as possible, care must be taken to ensure that bacteria is not re-introduced by the ingredients themselves – to be entirely free is very difficult, but wash the fruit, particularly dried fruit which is coated with a preservative when packed. When the ingredients and water are all in the bucket, add one Campden tablet and leave overnight. After 24 hours the yeast starter may be added, and should soon provide the protection of alcohol which will kill off any remaining bacteria cells before any lasting damage can be done.


Beware of friends who insist that they never use more than hot water – they may appear to be safe for some considerable time, but there could be a day of reckoning, and down the drain goes a gallon of wine and a lot of effort.
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