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SETTING
THE SCENE







Discovering my unquenchable thirst for wine



I started drinking at the age of three. We were having a picnic on the banks of the river. My brother was drowning in the weir. My father was trying to rescue him. My mother was having hysterics. And there was this bottle of my mum’s damson wine. No one was looking, so I drank it – delicious.


My brother survived, but I very nearly didn’t. After my father had hauled him out of the water, he took one look at the empty bottle, turned me upside down and whacked most of the liquid out of me from whence it had entered. That put me off drinking till I was eighteen. Well, not quite. Later that summer my sister was christened. My father had poured out glasses of South African sherry for when the guests got home from church. Too good to miss, with my brother able to reach them from a chair. Another thick head. Another whack. I think. Actually, it all got a bit blurred by the second glass. And this time I really did get put off drink till I was eighteen. But I’ve always adored wines that taste of damsons. And I’ve always been partial to a second glass of sherry.


But that doesn’t mean I gave up on flavours, perfumes, scents, sights, emotions and sound. I had a childhood completely packed with all of those. I grew up in the Kent countryside during the 1950s and ’60s. I didn’t go to school until I was, what, five? I hung around my mum. I ranged through the fields and marshes and woods that surrounded our house. And I loved my dog Chunky. I then became a chorister at Canterbury Cathedral and all the time I was picking up the aromas and enthusiasms of childhood and adolescence. Going off to school so late meant that I was always in the kitchen, cooking with my mother, tasting stuff – stews, roasts, gravies, soups, jams, chutneys, pickles, cakes, buns and bread. We had a sort of market garden and I quickly learned how to pick the ripest strawberries and cherries, blackcurrants, redcurrants, apples, plums and pears. The smell of vegetables mingling with fresh earth as you pull up carrots or potatoes from the soil, the pungency of fresh-cropped parsley or mint or sage, the sultry heavy-lidded odour of Black Hamburg grapes in the greenhouse thickening the air with promise – I revelled in all of these, and I can recall all of them with perfect clarity.


And it wasn’t just food and drink. As I grew older, it was the smell of linseed oil and my cricket bat; my wellington boots by the back door; the dust in the lane at high summer; the pile of grass cuttings after spring rain had drenched them; my mother’s Calèche perfume when she was going out; my father’s study and his workshop – old books, ink, lathes, lubricating oil and wood shavings. Canterbury Cathedral, cold and pallid on a winter morning, the flagstones smelling of a thousand sunless years, or triumphant and exotic as the incense-swathed clerics swept into the vestry after Eucharist. The crisp, chalky smell of freshly starched sheets – and of matron, fresh, crisp and starched. Flavours, scents, emotions, people, places. But no wine.


Quite simply, my parents didn’t really drink. This was the 1950s and ’60s, and by one reckoning only 5 per cent of Britons drank wine at the beginning of the 1960s. You could just about classify my parents as among them, because about twice a year a bottle of wine did come out at table. The white was Lutomer Riesling from Yugoslavia – and I can easily recall its vaguely sweet-sour fruity fatness from the tiny sips I took. The red was Bull’s Blood from Hungary, a furious mighty red in those days; one sip and I puckered up my face with disgust. But then I can also remember the roasted Irish turkey, the sage and onion stuffing, the chipolata sausages, the honey and mustard-glazed ham and the slightly burnt roast potatoes that accompanied it – much more fun than the wine. Why did adults drink it?


The only wine I did enjoy – if you can call it wine – was with the Archbishop of Canterbury. As choristers we would go carol-singing around the cathedral precincts each Christmas, ending up at the Archbishop’s Palace in the sure and certain knowledge that there would be a mound of mince pies and trays full of fiery, stinging, acrid-sweet ginger wine – to encourage our flagging vocal cords. Now, if all wine had tasted like that, I could have got interested.


Ah, but there was something else. My mum had a secret. I discovered it one day rummaging through the larder – a proper walk-in job packed full of jars of homemade jam, paper packets of flour and sugar and crystallised fruit and tins of bully beef and Spam, as well as mutton and ham in a meat safe, cheese, cream and butter. Here I go again – that smell – does it exist any more? The near-claustrophobic odour of a monstrously well-packed larder? But my mum’s secret. I first saw two bottles at about knee level – my mum’s, not mine – behind some Kilner jars. They were bottles of Burgundy. French Burgundy (in those days, most of the ‘Burgundy’ Britain drank was Spanish, not French). Volnay, its labels illuminated with Gothic script and pictures of monastic cloisters that seemed as exotic and romantic as illustrations from the Book of Kells. We didn’t lead a sophisticated life. We didn’t go on foreign holidays or throw lots of splendid parties. We didn’t dine out at all. And here were these bottles of Volnay, my mum’s secret sin.


I never tasted it. But I vividly remember creating an image in my mind of what it would taste like. And this was nothing to do with any flavours I knew. It wasn’t all about damsons and raspberries and apples and pears. I was conjuring an experience out of nothing. And I never knew when my parents drank the wine. But I kept checking up on it and I could see the vintage date on the label changed every year or so. Some late-night supper for two after we kids were sound asleep . . . And I also found, in my father’s study, among his medical textbooks behind the door, a half bottle of George Goulet Champagne, vintage 1952. I never tasted that either, not physically, but I did imagine a foaming, golden, honeyed nectar – and that I can still taste right now.


Did we have a culture of wine at home? Absolutely not. But did I sense that there was a culture of wine, as yet distant but thrilling, intriguing, soaked with possibilities? Absolutely.


I was very happy as a child. But I led a fairly solitary life away from the cathedral, and developed some decidedly unusual views. One, in particular, I remember: at the age of eight, seeing a picture in the local newspaper of a bald-headed old fellow, his pate glistening, his Sunday best shining and scuffed all at once, a brave smile betrayed by his misty eyes. And he was holding a gold watch given to him by the local gravel works. ‘Why’s he so sad?’ I asked my dad. ‘Well, he’s retiring.’ ‘What’s that?’ ‘You have to stop work when you’re sixty-five.’ ‘But he looks so sad – he obviously doesn’t want to.’ ‘That’s just how it is. You have to.’ ‘I’m never going to retire,’ I announced. ‘Well, you’d better never have a job then,’ my dad replied. ‘All right. I won’t.’ And I never have.


Oh, I have worked, harder than many people with the most taxing of jobs. But that declaration that I’d never retire says a lot about who I am as a person. I had a deep desire not to grow up. I cried myself to sleep on the eve of my thirteenth birthday because I thought the good times were finished. I had an almost perverse determination not to go into business. I did rather lack confidence in adolescence as I watched other people go to smart parties, other people go on glitzy holidays, other people get a girlfriend. But in a strange way it fuelled my desire to be noticed. And I did have a determination to make a difference in life, to do something in the world that changed how things were.


A determination to make a difference, yet a determination never to enter the fray of business or the professions where I could have made a difference. And a Peter Pan complex – never grow old, never have to settle down or be respectable, can I be immortal? Does it ever have to end? What kind of career could satisfy these desires?


Two that I could think of. The theatre. Here you could be ageless, irresponsible, classless, the eternal outsider of Shakespeare’s time. You didn’t even have to be a success, so long as you were an ACTOR. So I did that. And wine. What better world than wine, endlessly renewed, always another vintage, always a surprise, never bored, never sated, always a new place, a new person, a new grape, a new method or style. A new vintage. Every year, renewal. And as I saw it, no one could make me retire from something that renewed itself every year – and me with it.


But I wasn’t there yet. It was Oxford that did it, and I hadn’t got there yet.


I went up to Oxford full of optimism but with very empty pockets. And with a particular interest in girls. So I trawled through the university handbook trying to locate an activity that was a) cheap and b) would render me irresistible to women. Then I saw it. The Oxford University Wine Circle: two pounds a term, four tastings. I would be a wine taster: suave, elegant, worldly. And what’s this? You can take a guest, free? That’s fifty pence a date. Nirvana beckoned.


My first tasting was red Bordeaux. I remember every detail. Her name was Francesca. She was the favoured recipient of my new-found magnetism. I put on my smart jeans (I had two pairs) and a shirt (I had one of those, too). Francesca wore green. Green hair, green sequins on her face, unfeasibly tight green top, minuscule green leather skirt, and the rest of her – which was most of her – covered in green body paint. I opened the door to the tasting room. Everyone was in a pinstripe suit.


I took four girls to tastings that term. None of them gave me a second date. But something in me had changed. As that Bordeaux evening progressed from basic earthy reds to the mellow joys of St-Émilion and Pomerol and finally up to the glittering delights of classed-growth Pauillac and St-Julien, I listened in awe – not to Francesca; she wasn’t talking to me by then – to the wine merchant telling us about how to taste the wines and describing what flavours we might find. This was all making sense.


The final wine was a classic Bordeaux – Château Léoville-Barton 1962. The merchant wanted to give us young bloods a bit of a treat. Just the sight of that name, that vintage, even now fills my brain with a flavour, an aroma, an emotional turmoil. I remember to this day every nuance of the wine’s taste. The penetrating blackcurrant fruit was so dry a dragon must have sucked all the sugar from it. A perfume of cedarwood and Havana cigar tobacco as austere as the fruit, and taking the wine to another level of such haunting scented beauty you began to wonder whether there wasn’t a little sweetness in the wine after all. At my first-ever tasting the gods of wine had thrown me a classic Bordeaux and said, ‘Beat that if you can.’


A flame had been lit in my brain. Flavour and scent, emotions, people, place: memories and experiences reverberated in my mind, criss-crossing dizzily, linking wildly and imaginatively with the wines I was rolling round my mouth. A simple flavour of fruit wasn’t enough any more; the spicy odour of barrel-ageing wouldn’t do. I was finding that a great bottle of wine wasn’t just a nice taste; to get the best out of it I was discovering I had an ability to relate its flavours to everything my life had been thus far.


Roger Bennett was the leader of the Oxford wine buffs, a mighty Melton Mowbray of a man: a cartoonist’s dream of a gourmand and an epicure. This jovial Bunter of booze had become the face of undergraduate drinking and ITV sensed an opportunity. Get him on their top current affairs show. Give him a live blind tasting in front of the audience. That’ll learn him and his Oxford swells.


I had quickly built a reputation as a bit of a wine swot. The first time Roger spoke to me was when he banged on the door of my room in college. My mother had lent me her car, and obviously I’d told one of the wine bunch. ‘Have you got a car?’ he said. Not ‘Hello, I’m Roger, mind if I come in?’ ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Congratulations. You’re a member of the Oxford wine-tasting team. Now, drive to the ITV studios in Birmingham. You’re doing a blind tasting.’ Live and in front of millions. Tonight! I could be generous and say I was chosen because I was the best. But no: they’d wanted roly-poly Roger. However, he had more sense. And he didn’t have a car. ‘Get that new squit Clarke to do it. We’ll all sit back and watch and have a laugh.’


I’d never done a blind wine tasting. But I thought, if I’ve tasted it before, I’ll remember it. So off I drove. I got there early, and went into the canteen. What are they likely to choose? What’s on the canteen wine list? Muscadet, Niersteiner, Soave, red Bordeaux, Rioja and – wow – a five-year-old Beaujolais. I wonder what that’s like. Then make-up, five-minute call, check your mike, try to smile – and you’re on.


Four glasses of wine: two white, two red. An audience, cameras, heat, glaring light. First impressions, I told myself; if you’ve tasted it, you’ll remember. The first one: pale, almost devoid of any smell or taste. The canteen list – Muscadet? Yes. The next: sweetish. Floral mixed with vomit. It’s got to be that Niersteiner. Yes, yes. Then the first red. We’d had a Rioja tasting the week before. The creaminess, the strawberry softness . . . Rioja? Yes, yes, yes. First impressions. Don’t stop now. This one – ageing, bricky red, quite light: old Burgundy? Five years old, maybe? The canteen list, you idiot: there’s no Burgundy on the canteen list! Beaujolais, five years old, on the canteen list.


I’m not sure anyone had ever done a blind tasting on television before, but it gave me a glimpse of two things: the competitive possibilities in blind tasting and the showbiz. I admit I did like the look of the showbiz.


I returned to Oxford expecting to be fêted. I was studiously ignored. I suppose they thought I would suffer a massive pratfall, bringing me down a peg or two. I suspect they were horrified when I aced the tasting. So, if they represented the world of wine, it didn’t look as though they wanted me to be part of it. It was my good luck to come across Metcalfe. We used to meet in the showers at about ten to nine in the evening. I’d scrub him down and he would scrub me down. And then we would put our clothes back on and wait for the curtain call. We were singers in an opera. We both met violent, noisy deaths every night. No one else would scrub the stage blood off us. And we talked about wine and planned a coup. Oxford wine was completely dominated by students from a handful of smart schools, who would turn up to tastings for a few free drinks and a bit of a laugh. And it was totally male. My old instincts revived. ‘Wine, women, and song’? We could do it. Metcalfe subtly installed himself as president of the Wine Society and appointed me secretary. We told the hoorays that they were no longer welcome. We canvassed the women’s colleges with such success that as much as half the membership the next term was female. And we planned for the Oxford–Cambridge Match.


This was an annual blind wine-tasting match that Cambridge usually won. They would train their team in a somewhat traditional manner – if you shoved enough top-quality Bordeaux and Burgundy from the best college cellars down their throats, the young gentlemen will eventually get the hang of it. We couldn’t do that. My college cellar wasn’t full of smart red and white wines – Pembroke wasn’t known as a ‘beer’ college for nothing. And so we devised a plan to teach a potential Oxford team to taste wine from scratch, starting from the bottom, building knowledge block by block. From the bottom. It may sound silly now, but that was revolutionary then: in those days you learnt wine from the top.


We would meet around a kitchen table once a week. Everyone brought a bottle or half bottle. None of us were rich but I said it didn’t matter. We weren’t here to learn about rich men’s wine. We were here to learn about flavour – of any sort: about how to recognise it, how to describe it.


I’d serve the wines hidden in brown paper bags and there was only one rule: everyone had to write down what they thought. I kept thinking back to the Birmingham studios. First impressions. Always follow your first impressions. Always immediately note down any flavour that flashed across your mind, however outlandish, because if you had caught sight of a flavour – truly, honestly, not just trying to impress the group – then that flavour was there, and it could become your personal recognition trigger in a blind tasting. And always, always be true to yourself and your instincts. Play the ball not the man. Then we all had to say what we thought the wines were – no excuses – out loud in front of the group. Then we would discuss the flavours we’d found – listening to the other tasters’ experiences, too – and only then would we rip off the paper bags and reveal the labels. We’d taste again, but this time with our eyes glued to the label so that the flavours we found and the names we read stuck together in our memories.


And the language we talked was of the everyday and of our own everyday life experiences – ordinary life is full of smells, many of them reproduced in different wines. If we could tie the everyday smell and the smell of a wine together we could learn how to put a name to an anonymous glass. So I asked everyone to only use language that meant something to them personally. Here are a few examples: the smell of soft tarmac in the summer heat (Beaujolais often smelled of that); Nivea hand cream (French Gewürztraminer); cat’s pee or raw gooseberries (French Sauvignon Blanc); blackcurrant jam and cedarwood or cigars for red Bordeaux; stewed strawberries for red Burgundy; oatmeal and the smell of pee (again!) after eating a Vitamin B tablet for white Burgundy. The Vitamin B tablet wasn’t everyday, but I brought along a pack and made everybody take one, and then, an hour or two later, stand in the loo, inhaling the odour, impressing it on the brain. Never to be forgotten. You try it. And in those days, that’s what white Burgundy smelled like.


We also used everyday smells to recognise wine faults since there were so many around then. The smell of a wet, shaggy-haired dog just in from a drizzly winter walk would be a joyless white Bordeaux. Vomit? We all knew that one – a Chenin Blanc full of sulphur from the Loire Valley. An old football shirt packed away in a kit bag all damp and dirty at the end of the season and discovered months later festooned with grey mould? That was the smell of a wine destroyed by cork taint – pretty common then, less common now. I knew that one all too well.


And I kept banging on – we must personalise those smells. Not just any old blackcurrant jam – it had to be one that you remembered. For me, the one and only, my mum’s. The cigars, the cedar box: you had to find a personal memory – a generalisation was no good. For me, an old Romeo and Juliet cedar cigar box my dad kept stamps and pencil stubs in. If the hot tarmac didn’t do it for you, what about the rubber sole of a running shoe in high summer? Running on a hot tarmac road? Yes, yes, Beaujolais. But you had to find your own personal trigger. Don’t just imagine it. Remember it from your own life. Every wine will contain some memory somewhere from your life.


To this day, this is how I teach people to taste. I taught a wonderful girl – and gifted taster – called Rosie like this, and three weeks later she was good enough to be in the Oxford team. Ah yes, the Match. First impressions. Don’t try to second-guess the judges. Don’t choose the obscure possibility when there’s a blatant probability staring you in the face. The self-taught upstarts against the privileged popinjays. We won. And then we won again, and again, and again.


The year after our first win against Cambridge I entered the National Wine Tasting Championships. I came second. The Director-General of the BBC came third. I tasted against Reginald Maudling, the Home Secretary, in the semi-final – the innocence of it all. Everyone said, ‘But you can’t know about wine: you’re too young.’ And I said, ‘I’ve just proved that I’m not.’ Well, I didn’t quite say that, but I thought it. We’d proved that you don’t have to be wealthy and brought up on wine to love it and understand it – the guy who won the championship ran a garage. As I stood there beaming with my trophy, I felt like a true radical. Beloved Oxford, hotbed of vinous radicalism. And I’ve never lost that desire to be radical, to spread the world of wine as wide as I can, by whatever methods I can bring to bear.


But Oxford was soon over. I needed a job. Well, not a job. I became an actor – in England, in Australia and California and Canada, but most of it in London. I was at the National Theatre when my old mate Metcalfe rang and told me a national newspaper was setting up an English wine-tasting team. We had to get into it – and we did. The first match was against France – in Paris. What a wheeze. But as soon as we got into the team, we trained like mad, using the same principles, hidden labels, be true to yourself, first impressions, and you must write it all down. The poor old French were so confident we would fail they had alerted the world’s television crews – there was even a crew from Japan. But we won – by a landslide. Le Figaro has only twice framed its front page in black since the Second World War. The first time was when Charles de Gaulle died. The second time was . . . yup, to express the national shame at losing to the perfidious English at wine tasting. I was singing at the National Theatre at the time, so I got my picture on the front pages of the newspapers in full costume (dressed as a Welsh druid for some obscure reason), holding a glass of Champagne. The next match was against Germany and we won. I was playing Sweeney Todd at Drury Lane, so it was front pages in costume again. Next up – France again – I was playing The Mitford Girls at the Globe (now the Gielgud) with Patricia Hodge. Then the USA – I was doing General Perón in Evita by this time, and had become known as ‘the actor who knows about wine’.


Which stood me in good stead when a new BBC show called Food and Drink needed a wine taster to perform live on television. The guy who was supposed to do it dropped out at the last minute. So the producer simply said ‘Get me that actor who knows about wine.’ He didn’t know my name, he just knew that there was an actor out there who knew about wine, and, being an actor, shouldn’t be too fazed about getting up in front of a camera.


I had a cold when I got the message, but you don’t say no to anything when you’re a young actor. So I drove down to Bristol and presented myself. Baz (Peter Bazalgette), the producer, told me I’d be doing the world’s first live television blind tasting. Second, I thought to myself. But I had a cold, so I wouldn’t be able to smell properly. Hang on. There would be an audience. Would they know what the wine was? Yes, they would have a big board up with the full name of the wine on it, but I wouldn’t be able to see it. Ha. I’d done pantomime, I’d done kids’ theatre, I could do this. I’d use the audience.


On I went, and saw this liquid glowing golden and syrupy in the glass. Now, this was in the mid-1980s. Australian wine was extremely rare in the UK, but I’d actually been there – twice. And as far as I knew there were only two Aussie wines on the British high street – Rosemount Chardonnay and Tyrrell’s Vat 47 Chardonnay. First impressions. Remember Birmingham. And my first impression was that this was Tyrrell’s Vat 47.


And I started playing the audience. Hmm. Very golden. Probably from somewhere warm . . . a slight ripple in the audience. It’s that Tyrrell’s stuff. South Africa’s quite warm – nothing. California is hot – nothing. It’s the Aussie . . . Now Australia is fairly warm – and there’s the ripple of sound again. I think it’s from . . . Australia – and a great wave of applause . . . It’s that Aussie Chardie. So what’s the grape variety? Well, Australia grows lots of different types. Sauvignon . . . wait . . . silence . . . is not that likely. Riesling . . . silence . . . Now, Chardonnay – and there’s the ripple again. I went on like this, teasing the answers out of the audience simply by using long enough gaps in my monologue to listen to their reactions. But the end result was me saying that I thought this wine was a Chardonnay from Australia, vintage 1985, made by a man called Murray Tyrrell in the Hunter Valley near Sydney. It’s labelled Vat 47 – and it costs £5.99 in Waitrose. The audience erupted. I exited stage left to be greeted by a delighted Baz. He hadn’t realised wine tasting could be showbiz. Would I like to be a regular on the show for the next series? Oh, and one more thing, Baz said. ‘Do you realise you forgot to taste the wine?’


Food and Drink became BBC2’s most successful programme. I presented the wines with a charismatic, crinkle-haired, batty blonde called Jilly Goolden. We developed a relationship like an old married couple. People used to think we were married. They wondered why we had separate hotel rooms on tour. I was basically the hen-pecked hubby. She’d put her hand over my mouth as I was speaking – on screen. She would push me off camera as I was speaking – live. The audience loved it, she loved it, I loved it. She was a truly original, brilliant communicator, coming up with flavours for wines that even my febrile imagination couldn’t always match. She understood the hot tarmac road and the rubber-soled gym shoes for Beaujolais, but then she added her own memories of skipping up a Sussex lane with her gymslip flapping in the breeze and a whole nation caught its breath, then tore out to the shops to buy some Beaujolais. When she described a wine as tasting ‘of the grease scraped from the inside of a sumo wrestler’s thigh’ . . . yes, I think that one took a bit longer to sell through.


But we both shared the same vision. When we started in the 1980s, Britain still wasn’t a wine-drinking nation. Our vision was to transform it into one. Wine was class-ridden in Britain. We set out to democratise it. We needed immediately delicious wines to persuade the millions who thought ‘wine’s not for the likes of us’ to realise wine was a smashing drink – and, of course, it could be for the likes of them. We needed the New World for that; Europe couldn’t do it, hadn’t been able to produce attractive, basic wines for a thousand years, maybe for ever. Serendipitously, the late 1980s and the ’90s were when the New World style of exuberant, juicy, fruity wine became available, attractive and affordable – from Australia, California, New Zealand, South America and the rest. And we needed to get these gorgeous, easy-going drinks to the millions we wanted to persuade into our wine-drinking world. The supermarkets stepped forward at just this moment. They had really only begun to sell wine in the 1970s, but in the 1980s they all set out to dominate the market, both in the UK and in North America. Some just sold slop at rump-end prices, but the important ones – Sainsbury’s, Tesco, Marks and Spencer, Safeway and Waitrose – embraced the New World with all the passion of a high-street retailer who sniffs some missing profit margin, and luckily they saw that there was a massive amount of money to be made in persuading millions and millions of non-wine-drinkers to give wine a go. The New World style and the availability of supermarket wine was a potent force that Jilly and I eagerly embraced, much to the fury and derision of a large part of the traditional, stuffy wine world which I wanted to change. I couldn’t bear its exclusive snobbishness. I was in the right place at the right time, and with the right partner. It’s almost a generation since Jilly and I pranced about together on prime-time television screens. Food and Drink ended in 2002. No one who saw Jilly Goolden has ever forgotten her, and I’m sure none of her converts have given up drinking wine. And I was the hen-pecked hubby.


I was writing, too. I got the call from the editor of the Sunday Express when I was doing Sweeney Todd. I went to see him in his art deco office on Fleet Street. He had been watching the progress of the English wine-tasting team. ‘So, you know about wine. Can you write?’ You come to that fork in the road. I had no proof that I could write. I could say, ‘I don’t know.’ I said, ‘Yes, I can.’ ‘Excellent,’ said the august editor. ‘We need a wine column. Would you like to do it?’ I left his office thinking, when will the real world kick in? I’m doing major roles in the West End. I’m now a Fleet Street National Newspaper Wine Columnist. Is there anyone as lucky, as cool a dude as me?


And then I met Adrian Webster. We had been actors together at Oxford, but he wasn’t a wine guy then, and I hadn’t seen him since. He had become a successful publisher while I’d been wandering around the world in the theatre. I suspect he thinks we met up again at some smart wine tasting. This is how I remember it. I was playing General Perón in Evita at the Prince Edward Theatre. After a matinée, with full slap still on, I popped out of the stage door in Frith Street on a miserable, drizzly Soho evening to buy a coffee at Bar Italia two doors down. And I saw an unmistakeable gait progressing remorselessly just in front of me. No one walked quite like that. ‘Webbo!’ I called. And he turned round. He told me he was about to establish his own publishing house. I told him I was governing Argentina eight times a week, twice on Saturdays, and getting a bit tired of it all. He said that he wanted to publish a wine book, so I said let’s meet tomorrow. And we did. In a tiny room near the British Museum with only one chair, I think, but Webbo would have had it. We cracked open a bottle of sweet Beerenauslese wine from a place called Rust in Austria and planned to write a book. Planned to write a future, as it happened. We’re still doing books together. This one, for a start.






The brave new world of wine and how we got there



Looking at our first book – a very grand hardback, with Webster’s Wine Price Guide in big letters and Edited by Oz Clarke in small letters – I realise that I really was making the change from theatre to wine at the right time. And anyway, Food and Drink was theatre; all the wine television and live shows I’ve done, and still do, were theatre; and my shows with the nation’s favourite petrolhead, James May from Top Gear, were theatre. The book as I see it now was balancing on the very cusp of dramatic change – France took up 206 of the 387 pages and Bordeaux eighty-four of those; Burgundy occupied another forty-nine; California managed just ten pages and Australia four, New Zealand two and Chile and Argentina two pages between them. There was no New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. There was no Chilean Merlot or Argentine Malbec. There was a bit of Aussie Shiraz, but no Jacob’s Creek, no Penfolds Bin 28, no Lindeman’s Bin 65 Chardonnay. It was all to come. An open door and someone needed to push it. I thought it might as well be me.


Ten years later, the 1995 Wine Guide gives 198 pages to France, Chile now has six pages, New Zealand eight and Australia twenty-two. There’s loads of New Zealand Sauvignon now, some Chilean Merlot, but much more Cabernet, and as much Jacob’s Creek and assorted Shiraz and Chardonnay from Australia as any sane drinker could swallow. The New World of wine had arrived, and every year it would become more important, not just for the wines it produced, but for the effect it was having on everyone else. Increasingly, the New World was becoming a state of mind rather than a geographical entity. New World meant the search for ripeness became paramount in many parts of the Old World that hadn’t previously taken it too seriously. New oak barrels became de rigueur in every wine country, even in parts of Germany. Stainless steel replaced old wood and concrete, winemakers with science degrees replaced hoary old retainers. What used to satisfy well enough was replaced with what could thrill and shock and revolutionise.


Rules and traditions were challenged, nowhere more seismically than in Italy, where Angelo Gaja in Piedmont and Piero Antinori and a host of followers in Tuscany set about dismantling and re-ordering not only Italy’s moribund wine laws, but also its hopelessly inward-looking views on what wine could and should taste like. The so-called super-Tuscans, which cast aside the Chianti regulations and produced a string of superlative wines, usually employing French oak and French grape varieties, neither of which were sanctioned by local laws, had an effect far beyond the frontiers of Italy. They showed that France’s domination of great wine could be challenged. California had started it. Australia had continued it. Now Europe could do it, Italy leading, with Spain, Portugal and others following behind. And New World meant a change of attitude – the consumer, the wine-drinker, was there to be pleasured. Throughout Europe they had been taken for granted. But in places like California, Australia or New Zealand, there weren’t enough locals to drink all the wine they made so they had to search for export markets. And to do that, they had to please people. A revolutionary concept? In wine, yes!


The 1990s was a brilliant decade for me. Food and Drink was top of the ratings, and celebrity chefs were the new rock ’n’ roll. Wine may have been the bass guitarist, but I was playing on the same stage. I was writing new books every year and they were selling. The wine world was hungry for new ideas, and just about the most radical was a book I wrote called New Classic Wines. I was fed up with places like the USA, Australia and New Zealand always being relegated to the also-ran chapters at the end of the book and often being given less space than the most ordinary of European regions and producers. So in New Classic Wines they were all at the front and they took up most of the book. And the only people in the Old World to get a look-in were those who were genuinely prepared to embrace the changing world – people like Miguel Torres in Spain and Angelo Gaja and Piero Antinori in Italy. But they still had to take their place at the back of the book.


And I finally got somewhere to live. I had been leading a peripatetic actor’s life, dodging from one flat to another, along with the odd squat. And my wine collection continued to grow, or so I thought. I’d been putting all my spare cash into cases of good Bordeaux throughout my acting years. And I stored them wherever someone with a friendly smile said they would look after them for me until I got somewhere permanent. It’s difficult to believe, but I had built up a collection of about a hundred dozen – mostly 1966, ’70 and ’75 Bordeaux with some Lafite ’61 and four cases of Pétrus ’64 thrown in. I mention the Pétrus because although it only cost me £3.50 a bottle, it’s worth a few thousand pounds a bottle now. Well, it would be if I still had it. When I finally moved into my house with a cellar under the stairs, I was looking forward to filling it with my loot. I learnt a hard lesson. Never store your wine for free. Always pay a professional to cellar it. Or have it under lock and key in your own house.


I started to ring round for my wines. I encountered a strange lack of response on the phone. A university friend told me that, actually, the other ‘friend’ I’d been storing my 1966 La Mission Haut-Brion and Léoville-Las Cases with had sold them for cash in a layby near Oxford. My musical friend had had the builders in, and he was really sorry, but . . . The pharmacist. Why did I ever think the pharmacist was a good idea? Twenty years later I met someone who had gone to the pharmacist’s party where he boasted that they should drink as much of Oz Clarke’s wine as possible because there was too much for him to cart off to Scotland the next day. Did they enjoy the Lafite ’61, I wonder? There was an old flame who knew all too well that revenge is a dish best decanted and served at room temperature.


And there was a guy in Wiltshire with a country house and a cellar full of my Latour, my Ducru-Beaucaillou, my Margaux . . . all that. His cellar suffered the worst flood in living memory, so then he said that he had moved my wines to a shed at the bottom of his garden, which proceeded to suffer Wiltshire’s worst frost in living memory. All the bottles burst, he said. No, I said, not the port, not the Sauternes. Well, no. He put those in his barn. I rang to arrange a time to pick them up. Too late. His barn had been attacked by terrorists. No, I’m not joking. I couldn’t make this up. For some reason he was in a BBC studio and he told me every single bottle of my precious collection was gone, just as I was going on stage to be interviewed by Michael Parkinson. God knows what sense I made to Parky. Only Metcalfe could melt the ice around my heart. ‘What a relief,’ he said. ‘You’d have spent the rest of your life drinking wine that was too old.’ Yes, but those 1966s, those ’70s, those ’75s, the Lafite ’61, the Pétrus ’64 . . . someone knows how good they were. I wish it were me.


As the century turned, predictably, the New World pendulum swung too far. Wines became too rich, too homogenised, too removed from their roots. But up to a point I could understand this. The new ‘modern’ wine was ripe and soft and fruity. So the natural progression of new wine lovers moving up the scale would be to wines that were riper, richer, softer, fruitier, more dense. Not to traditional flavours, not to wines that are more austere and challenging. The new wine enthusiasts weren’t after intellectual challenge; they preferred instant gratification. I find a rather sad intellectual challenge in these oaky monsters by trying to work out what has been lost in the ripening, extracting and oaking, not what is preserved.


One of the biggest complaints about wine at the beginning of this century was that it was all starting to taste the same. Finding different flavours in different wines from different grape varieties grown in different years and in different places is one of the joys and challenges of wine-drinking. Why was everything tasting the same?


To be honest, at the level of widely available, reasonably pleasant cheap wine, I don’t think we can fret too much about wines tasting a bit formulaic. The grapes being used are often fairly basic and a rigid, technocratic approach to winemaking at least results in something drinkable.


It was at the higher end that the complaint of homogeneity resonated. Surely Cabernets from Napa Valley, or Argentina or South Africa or Bordeaux should taste different from one another? A super-Tuscan shouldn’t resemble a wine from Chile or Australia? Well, they may, if they share the same international wine consultant. There is a small but very influential band of international consultants who have been very influential on wine worldwide. The friendly and engaging Michel Rolland from Bordeaux is the highest-profile of these globe-trotting winemaking consultants. He believes in very ripe fruit and a mellow mouthfeel, and he will show winery owners how to achieve this anywhere in the world. Generally, the owners are delighted at his work because they end up with wines tasting rather similar to other proven high-end successes – many of them made according to the principles of Rolland and a few others. Rolland doesn’t necessarily set out to make wines taste the same, but since he and his colleagues mostly work in warm countries where ripening, or overripening, is easy to achieve, and owners are often desperate to make an immediate impact, it isn’t surprising they taste a bit similar.


Vineyard consultants can have the same effect, as they take old, traditional, frequently poorly trellised and inefficiently farmed vineyards and transform them into modern, disease-free vineyards with ripeness guaranteed. The fruit is often exposed to an unforgiving sun, and crops are often cut right back, supposedly to intensify flavour and personality in the wine, but this can blank out any nuance the grapes might have possessed. And so, of course, the wines will start to taste the same. An encouraging mark of our current decade is that global consultants appear to be becoming less powerful, local winemakers and vineyard experts are taking more control with a greater local sensitivity – and the move toward biodynamics and ‘natural’ winemaking simply doesn’t suit such wine styles in any case.


And something else was happening. Global warming was kicking in. In 2017 the wine writer Jamie Goode described vineyards as the ‘canary in the coal mine’. Grape growers are acutely aware of change in climate and in weather. While politicians wring their hands about limiting the rise of global temperatures to less than 2°C (3.6°F), and realists – or sceptics, depending on your view – think that the temperature could rise by as much as 4.8°C (8.6°F) during this century, grape growers are already at the sharp end. You might think global warming would be welcomed – fifty years ago mediocre to bad vintages in Europe greatly outnumbered good ones – and the sparkling winemakers of England wouldn’t have had a business without it. But warming oceans bring ever more extreme weather conditions. The last time the world was this warm was 115,000 years ago; the last time there was this much carbon dioxide in the atmosphere was four million years ago. In many parts of Europe, 2017 was the smallest and most ravaged vintage since the Second World War as frost, hail and fire decimated crops. Nine of the ten hottest Octobers occurring in this century may delight the German and English winemakers, but we are facing a future whereby, even at current rates of warming, up to 73 per cent of vineyard areas in places like the Mediterranean and Black Sea, Australia, South Africa and Argentina could simply become too hot and too dry to continue producing wine grapes by 2050.


Miguel Torres has been buying land in the Pyrenees foothills because he thinks that his homeland of Penedès in Catalonia will soon be too hot. Growers in Bordeaux’s famous St-Émilion area are replanting Merlot with Cabernet Franc because the Merlot simply ripens too fast nowadays, and can produce chewy grape jam rather than succulent yet elegant red wine. Australia’s mighty Murray River has sometimes been so short of water in recent years that you could walk across. In 2018 South Africa was so low on water it was feared that the supply in Cape Town would simply run out. In 2015, Sula Vineyards in India picked their vintage on 16 December, two weeks earlier than ever before. The fact that Denmark, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Belarus and most of southern England may be covered in vines by 2050 is small recompense for the massive upheaval the wine world may be facing.


I’ve been banging the drum about preparing for climate change for an awfully long time; I suspect for longer than any other wine writer. And it’s been getting me into trouble for at least a quarter of a century. It first came to a head at the New York Wine Experience in October 1993. This was a gathering organised by the extremely powerful Wine Spectator magazine. People paid a lot of money for tickets, and everyone big from the wine world turned up. All your target American market in one great ballroom just off Times Square. You didn’t send your sales reps. You came yourself. The audience wanted to see the star owners and winemakers standing behind their tables, doling out wine and giving insights into the latest harvest. And the stars did turn out – from Bordeaux and Burgundy and Champagne, Rioja, Port, Barolo, Chianti, Australia and California.


I was the keynote speaker. I’d seen the charismatic larrikin Len Evans from Australia at work earlier in the day. He’s not an act you want to follow. But I climbed up to the podium, checked the stopwatch and marched off into the future as I saw it. I talked about rising sea levels and falling river levels, drought and hurricane, panic and lack of planning. And I said the French system of appellation contrôlée, the most famous and widely copied wine quality system in the world, might have to be torn up. Even in 1993, I was looking at global warming predictions and saying that winemakers were going to have to change the style of wine they made in Burgundy, or Bordeaux or Rioja. And they were going to have to change their grape varieties, perhaps bringing Spanish varieties like Tempranillo into Bordeaux’s vineyards, Rhône Valley varieties like Syrah into Burgundy, and Italian varieties into the Rhône Valley and France’s south.


You can hear shock. You can hear resentment and outrage, even if it is just a long, concerted intake of breath. But then the muttering starts, then outrage is vocalised and you struggle to carry on with your speech as chairs are pushed back and rows of French producers and shippers and devotees march out of the lecture hall. That’s what happened to me in New York. Four men – Miguel Torres from Spain and Christian Moueix from Château Pétrus, along with Piero Antinori and Angelo Gaja – marched the other way. They stood up and strode to the now-empty front row and pointedly sat down right in the middle, right in front of me – a gesture of solidarity I’ve never forgotten. Keep going, they were saying. We’re listening. The keynote speech was always published in the next issue of Wine Spectator. Mine wasn’t. I eventually rang the publisher to ask for an explanation. I didn’t get one. But the speech was published, without fanfare, in a later edition, perhaps when fewer people were likely to read it, and fewer advertisers likely to get upset.


The obsession with rich, overwrought, overripe wines now seems rather obscene, and I’ve noticed a distinct shift toward trying to find ways to express vineyard character and preserve fruit flavours at lower alcohols, with many Chardonnays from previously palate-bashing producers like Australia now barely tipping 12.5 per cent. Warm areas are at last planting more heat-resistant grape varieties to stem the relentless flow of the increasingly unsuitable French classic varieties. We need more Italian varieties planted, more Spanish, Portuguese and Greek varieties planted in places like California, Washington State, Australia, Argentina and southern France. It’s happening, but it needs to happen faster. And the reaction against ‘Big is Best’ also shows in the rise of organic and biodynamic grape growing – the world has never been more aware that we are destroying the very land that we depend on for life. Whatever you think about the flavours of ‘natural’ wines and their ‘no additives, no chemistry, no intervention’ kind of winemaking, as a reaction to global warming and cynical agro-industrial farming they can’t be faulted. In a decade’s time they could be positively mainstream.


And this may help us rediscover the flavours of what the French call terroir – the sense of their place, their vineyard – that the best wines somehow exhibit. The last generation has seen a coarsening of wine flavours, as most of the modern interventions have added flavour and texture to a wine even as they smothered the delicacy of the true flavours. That’s what most people wanted, that’s what most critics wanted, that’s what most people would pay a higher price for. The combination of a grape variety and a specific place being able to produce a real sensation of ‘somewhere’ in a wine is comparatively rare. It always was. Some vineyards in Bordeaux, Burgundy, the Douro Valley, the Mosel Valley, Barolo, Somló in Hungary and on the Greek island of Santorini can do it. Many places can’t. That said, the reaction against monolithic wines, over-processed wines, over-made-up and confected wines, will produce better, more sensitive winemaking, and this will reveal more wines with a sense of place, wines that truly taste of themselves, than we ever knew existed.


It seems strange to say that the counterfeiting of fine wine has been a mark of the current decade. Hasn’t it always happened? Pretty much, yes. In Ancient Rome, Falernian was routinely counterfeited and Pliny the Elder complained that ‘not even our nobility enjoys wines that are genuine’. The Rubaíyát of Omar Khayyám, written in twelfth-century Persia, muses ‘I often wonder what the vintners buy one half so precious as the goods they sell.’ In eighteenth-century England The Tatler could write admiringly of English wine merchants ‘able to squeeze Bourdeaux [sic] out of a sloe and draw Champagne from an apple’. And, good gracious, until 1973, when Britain joined the Common Market, virtually every bottle of Burgundy sold in Britain was a shame-faced lie, quite a bit of it coming out of a giant vat in Ipswich that contained one souped-up mess of southern French and North African wine, which was then sold under whatever label pleased you – Nuits St-Georges, Beaune and Beaujolais were popular.


Modern counterfeiting has become more focused, both in terms of the producer counterfeited and the target market. Rare, famous, high-end wines, from fabled vintages and adulated properties, preferably in larger-than-usual bottles, were during the 1980s and ’90s sold predominantly to super-wealthy American collectors, with a few northern Europeans thrown in. The scams hit the front page in 1985, when one of America’s richest men, Christopher Forbes, paid what was the world’s highest-ever price for a bottle of 1787 Château Lafite-Rothschild initialled by Thomas Jefferson. He paid £105,000 and the bottle turned out to be a fake. In this century the bottles remain big and rare and from fabled vintages, but the target markets have shifted to the latest fountains of ludicrous wealth, Russia and China. The American market faded because several multi-millionaires realised they were being duped and took high-profile legal action.


In places like Russia and China, the fraudsters relied on a relative or total lack of wine knowledge and an extreme desire, for reasons of ego and prestige, to possess the trophy bottles. The cynical realisation also dawned on them that loss of face was a very serious matter in these countries. Even if a fraud were to be discovered, most of these new collectors would prefer to keep quiet. After all, it wasn’t the flavours of the wine they had bought, it was the aura of the bottle and the label. A good counterfeit could look just as good as a real bottle; it was only the liquid inside that was different.


And how would anyone know what the old wine was supposed to taste like? Well, when the questionable bottles were from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, no one did. There were a couple of world experts on old wine – Michael Broadbent, MW of Christie’s was the most famous – but it was largely guesswork. I’ve had a few of these nineteenth-century Bordeaux and they were all stuffed. I’ve had similar bottles that were supposed to be fraudulent – and they were a much better drink. If I were rich and keen to make an impression, which one would I prefer to serve to my friends? Probably the bogus one.


Things came to a head with the arrival of a very young but clearly very talented fraudster called Rudy Kurniawan, who was finally sent to prison in 2014. He specialised in slightly younger bottles – twentieth century – where people might have some idea of how the wine might taste. And he was generally reckoned to cook up a fairly good fake wine, too. But when he began counterfeiting wines that had never actually been made – and members of the families concerned were still alive and kicking – he was always going to get into trouble. In 2008 a New York auction house had to withdraw six hundred thousand dollars’ worth of Burgundy from a sale because the estate owner, Laurent Ponsot, turned up in New York and said his estate had never made the wines being sold. They had to be forgeries. They were Kurniawan specials. When he was jailed, Kurniawan was made to pay $28.4 million in compensation, and had to forfeit $20 million in assets. And this was just him. Was he really the only one involved?


The general feeling is that it wasn’t just him, and that the Fine Old Wine World is probably awash with fakes. Every old bottle without impeccable provenance is now looked at with a very wary eye. One fraud expert reckons that as much as 80 per cent of the top wine circulating in China could be fraudulent. I spent a day in Shanghai a couple of years ago, looking at shops and bars, and I must say, I didn’t realise that Château Latour came in so many different-shaped bottles. The top properties now use various secret anti-fraud methods, but it’s not the young wines that are generally being faked. And empty old bottles, corks and capsules have a value. I went to an event held by Burgundy’s greatest producer, Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, and went round the back afterwards to find the sommelier smashing the bottles with a hammer so that they couldn’t be reused. When two bottles of your top wine can sell for a quarter of a million dollars, you don’t want to aid the fraudsters by leaving empty bottles lying around.






Nature and nurture



Growing the grapes


If we believe the winemaker who humbly says ‘I simply want to express what the grape gives me – perfume, elegance and finesse, or power, structure and lusciousness: I don’t want to impose a style, I don’t want to transform the grape into something it isn’t . . .’ – if we believe this statement, then we would surely believe what is now almost a cliché of modern wine-making: that all wine is made in the vineyard. In other words, the winemaker doesn’t wish to manipulate or impose, just to let the grapes and their juice and their vineyard yeasts speak. Well, in a perfect world, full of perfect vineyards blessed with perfect vintages, this might be how it is. But in the real world, there’s a whole lot of imposing and transforming, exaggerating and obliterating going on in a typical winery. Some of it is to make the grapes speak even more clearly of their place; some of it is to follow a recipe for commercial and critical success based on what is thought to work, not on what the vineyards’ fruit would really like to express.


Now, I have quite a lot of respect for all the tricks that can be played in big, modern commercial wineries, turning truckloads of cheaply produced grapes into enjoyable, affordable drinks. But that story would largely be one of winery wizards at work. In my heart, I want whenever possible to drink wines that reflect the place where the grapes grow, but that also means reflecting the people who grew those grapes, and so it also means the decisions they took to bring their crop to harvest, with all its imperfections and angularities, its beautiful flaws and unexpected textures and scents and colours and, when we’re lucky, its extraordinary, unpredictable deliciousness. Obviously, the flavour in the grape will be the most important factor. Could anything be more natural? Well, without a good deal of human intervention, that grape might never exist, and would certainly be most unlikely to carry within it the magic spark to make beautiful wine. So let’s not get too carried away by talk of everything just being ‘natural’; let’s take a look at what can be done when humankind and nature come together to make a vineyard.


First select your site. If you’re lucky this will be somewhere really beautiful. And you could well be lucky. Vines like slopes, not dull plains, to make delightful wines. Vines like river valleys; vines like cliffs and mountainsides to produce scintillating fruit. The Mosel Valley in Germany, the Douro Valley in Portugal, the sweeping terraces of the Valais in Switzerland make your heart beat faster with their loveliness, and your heart beats much faster still if you attempt to clamber up these daunting yet thrilling crags and cliff faces – the vines that hang above the sweet blue waters of the Mediterranean at Cinque Terre in north-west Italy or those sewn into the rock face above the dappled silver of the Adriatic in Dalmatia tease you to not even try. But great wine can come from the flat and lonely places of the planet. Bordeaux’s great Médoc vineyards can seem featureless and friendless. The broad sweeps of Australia’s Coonawarra and New Zealand’s Marlborough regions make you pine for as much as a bump in the road. But their grapes give good wine. Yet is it as emotional, as heart-searching, as the wines from more beautiful places? Perhaps it isn’t.


What these great vineyards will have is a combination of suitable good soil, aspect to the sun, protection from, or exposure to the wind, according to whether you need more warmth or more cool, and the ability to hold on to or to shed water according to need. It rains a lot in the Mosel, so the dark but warm, crumbly slate soils that support the Riesling vines on these slopes let excess water simply drain away. If the soils were wet and heavy the grapes couldn’t ripen. The gravels of the Médoc warm the vine and act as a sieve to hurry the Atlantic downpours away from the vine and down to its deeper roots. Where cold and clogged-up clay replaces the gravel, cows replace the Cabernet vine. The blinding white limestone of the Dalmatian cliffs has sucked up and held on to every drop of winter rain as the Plavac Mali grapes face down the fierce blaze of the summer sun. Each place on this earth that hopes to grow grapes is different, but without humans to make the decisions that ambition can’t exist. All around the world, experts look for the new Bordeaux, the new Burgundy, the new Champagne. They never find them, because each special area is unique, but in their search they throw up more areas that are also unique. And so the future of wine reveals itself, layer by layer, new precious place upon new precious place for a new generation to devote themselves to, to cherish and to help flourish.


There are just a few soil types that are really good for vines, and it is worth remembering that in most vineyard areas a single hectare can contain all kinds of soils. Soil churns relentlessly. It rebuilds itself, it dies and is born again, it’s always shifting. But there are generalisations that are useful. In cool northern European, North American or far-south South American vineyards you need warm, well-drained soil. Gravel and slate do the job, sandstone is OK, so is granite. Limestone and chalk are also excellent because they hold water like a sponge, but never get saturated – any excess passes down through the water table. What you don’t want are heavy, cold clays or super-fertile loams. In cool regions you can’t ripen grapes on fertile soils because you’re only getting enough heat to ripen a small crop. You need infertile soils like gravel to limit the crop and let it ripen. The Romans knew this (along with virtually everything else) and would never plant the vine ‘where grain would grow’. Fertile valley floors were fine for fruit and veg and grain. The thin, rocky soil of the slopes was far better for the vine. Pretty much every classic vineyard area established in Europe by the Romans was on a slope or a hillside. But clay is a perfect partner to blend with things like gravel, sand and limestone, and most of France’s best vineyards are a combination of these – the clay gives some fertility and organic matter, so long as it is broken up by the other components. As your conditions get warmer, you can cope with more clay, but it still needs a partner to break it up. Clay by itself becomes thick and solid in wet weather, and it becomes desiccated and cracked in drought. Neither is any good for the vine. Mix the clay with limestone or gravel or sand and it becomes a useful soil partner, holding just enough moisture to keep the vine going during warm summers.


So you’ve got some suitable soil. Now you need to chase the sun, or hide from it. In cool regions you ideally want slopes facing south to south-west to catch the sun’s warmest rays, and a protected river valley or lake can give you reflection off the water which helps ripening, while the air movement of a valley should help you avoid frost. But if your vines are caught in a frost pocket – as many vines in Chablis and the Côte d’Or or parts of Bordeaux are – then it might be better to sacrifice a little of the hot afternoon sun for some early-morning warmth which may stop the frost devastating your crop. So, east-to south-east-facing slopes may save your crop, even if the grapes are a little less ripe than those of your south-west-facing neighbours. With global warming you may not want more hot afternoon sun anyway, but the chance of late spring frosts massacring your early-budding vines seems to increase year by year, so east-facing slopes might be better in the long term. In both hemispheres, the idea has always been to face the sun and maximise ripeness, and a slope will catch more direct sunlight in the late summer and autumn than flat land, so aiding the ripening fruit. But in a warming world, more southern hemisphere producers are following the example of Chile’s Apalta in Colchagua, and planting their slopes looking away from the sun toward the South Pole.


And don’t forget the wind. It can be your friend or foe. If you’re in a cool area you don’t want wind, because it’s rarely warm. Wind’s only real use is to disturb frosty air and to blow like a benevolent zephyr through your vineyards if there’s been rain during the summer and autumn. A nice fresh breeze is called nature’s antibiotic, because it blows away all the fungal and rot spores that might otherwise attack your vines. In hot regions like California or Chile or South Africa, strong coastal winds can bring the temperature of your vineyard way down and make it possible to produce light, fresh styles of wine despite the relentless sun. Chile has a whole string of sunny coastal areas cooled by the ocean winds, like Limarí, Aconcagua and Leyda. The winds, sometimes called the Cape Doctor, are crucially important for South Africa’s Durbanville, Darling and Helderberg vines. If you don’t have wind in hot regions, the only other way to keep your vines cool is to plant as high as possible, since the temperature drops by about 0.7°C (1.25°F) for every hundred metres you ascend. You’ll know the feeling if you’re a skier. The sun is warm down in the village, but it isn’t up the mountain. Australia uses altitude for most of its cool mainland vineyards. Tasmania is far enough south not to need any help.


So, which vine? Each variety needs slightly different conditions. Some require well-drained soil, others can cope with heavy clay. The most famous example is in Bordeaux, where the late-ripening Cabernet Sauvignon needs the warm gravels of the Médoc, while the early-ripening Merlot revels in the heavy, cool clays of Pomerol. In general, white varieties need less warmth to ripen than reds. That’s why in northern Europe reds become rare, while in southern Europe red varieties make up most of the important wines. Even so, there are red varieties like Pinot Noir that don’t need – don’t want – a lot of heat. They can work well as far north as England. And there are many Mediterranean white varieties that have acclimatised to the heat and after being disregarded for centuries are now producing fantastic, warm-climate whites. Roussanne, Marsanne, Grenache Blanc and Bourboulenc in southern France and Falanghina, Fiano, Vermentino, Greco, Verdicchio and a host of others in Italy prove the point. They are now making some of Europe’s most satisfying and fascinating whites. So choose a variety suitable to where you are. In somewhere like France, regulations may do the job for you. If you think you’d like to plant Syrah in Bordeaux, think again. The regulations won’t let you, however suitable the vine might be. In the New World you can plant what you like. If you think the grape variety will work, fine, have a go. If the wine is rubbish no one will buy it, but at least you tried.


When you’re planting, or replanting, a vineyard, you’ve got some decisions to make. In an established vineyard, you can take cuttings from the best single vines, propagate them and use the results to replant. This is called massal selection. It’s how they always used to do it, and now it’s coming back into fashion. Or you can buy clones from a nursery. Each variety has various clones: some have dozens, some have hundreds. They are bred from specific ‘mother vines’, usually favouring various attributes – high or low yield, resistance to disease, early or late ripening, and, not frequently enough, gorgeous flavours and perfumes. The varieties where you will have the most discussion about clones are Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, where people can become quite obsessive – actually, Pinot Noir producers are almost obsessive by definition. So-called Dijon clones from Burgundy have been the rage for a generation and they have greatly improved wine in cool Burgundy. But they are not always so suitable in warmer New World conditions.


You’ll also have to decide whether to plant the vine on its own roots. In most places you can’t do this, ever since the nineteenth-century infestation by a tiny, root-sucking aphid called Phylloxera vastatrix destroyed most of the vineyards in the world, with the exception of Chile, South Australia and a few other outposts. All over Europe, for instance, the phylloxera is still in the soil – they’re nasty little yellow things; I’ve seen them with a magnifying glass. Usually, you graft your wine vine – the Vitis vinifera species – on to the roots of a non-vinifera species which the phylloxera can’t or won’t destroy. The Vitis labrusca is the most common graft, because it’s the native vine of north-east America, where the phylloxera came from, and where they co-exist in relative harmony. If you’ve tasted labrusca wine you’ll get some idea why the phylloxera leaves these vines alone.


You can now think about whether to plant your vines closely or far apart. In cool, wet areas close planting is good because the vines will suck up too much water if you let them, and produce loads of leaves and diluted grapes. Close planting makes them compete against each other, reducing their vigour, reducing their crop, increasing their quality. In hot, dry places like southern France or Spain, lack of water may mean you space the vines far apart, and you may even plant them like little bushes to shade the grapes and slow down ripening rather than trellis them on wires, leaving them more exposed to the sun. Most grape growers will train their vines on wires, whether it’s hot or cold, wet or dry, because they can exert greater control over the amount of sun the grapes receive by how severely they prune and how they manipulate the number of leaves remaining on the vine. And in cool, wet areas you may not need to irrigate, but in hot, dry areas, you’d probably like to. The vine is a drought plant and can cope pretty well with minimal water – it has to around most of the Mediterranean. Often in Europe, irrigation is banned to discourage over-production, but it isn’t in the New World, where many vines couldn’t survive without it. Many of those cheap New World brands with gaudy labels come from irrigated vineyards where the yields of grapes per vine get pushed up to unnatural levels. That’s why they don’t taste of much. Elsewhere, irrigation is used carefully as a tool to regulate quality, and we wouldn’t have many of our star wines from Chile or Argentina, or California or Australia without it.


And there’s one more big decision, which has become a real talking point. Do you keep your vines free of disease and your vineyards free of weeds and infestations by using chemical methods? Or do you reckon that you can keep control by non-chemical organic methods, or do you go the whole hog and adopt what is called biodynamism? The majority of vineyards in the world use chemical herbicides, pesticides and fungicides. They also use chemical fertilisers to increase production. Without all this, we simply wouldn’t have the range of decent, fairly priced wine that we enjoy today. Not only that, but vineyards in regions that are prone to rain and fog and humidity are consequently prone to attack by all kinds of rots and fungus, just like any fruit would be. And I’m talking about seriously famous areas like Bordeaux here. If they didn’t use some sort of chemical control, would they be able to produce a crop in a typically damp year?


The traditional answer is no, but this is increasingly being challenged. There are now top producers in Bordeaux who think that they can manage their vines without chemicals. They say it takes a year or two for the vines to learn to defend themselves, and you do lose some grapes, but as the soils become healthier due to the absence of chemicals the vine plant becomes healthier too, and is able to resist most disease attacks. Pests can often be deterred by introducing natural predators or by – my favourite – spraying pheromones to sexually confuse various bugs and stop them reproducing. Even five years ago, the term ‘organic’ didn’t help to sell a wine, especially since it was probably more expensive than a non-organic equivalent and didn’t taste any better. Times have changed. There’s a new mood abroad. Organic now means a great deal in the world of food, and has become a true selling point for wine. Not because it tastes better – sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t – but because we are suddenly aware that we’re making an awful mess of this planet of ours, the place where we live, the only place where we can live. Increasingly, we see chemical additions in what we eat and drink as toxic, and we increasingly see the casual exploitation and abuse of the world’s soils as blatant poisoning of our present and our future. And when we think like that, we begin to taste a difference between organic and non-organic wine, whether it really exists or not. If you’re establishing or replanting a vineyard, the organic question matters more and more.


The decision to abandon chemicals will make a dramatic difference to the health of your soil. Some producers can’t quite make the leap, but sympathise. They practise ‘sustainability’, as in New Zealand, or lutte raisonnée, which basically means ‘we don’t use chemicals unless we have to’, in France. This is often a big step toward eventually adopting ‘organics’, and lots of the world’s best wine producers follow this route. Some will eventually take the plunge, some will never quite dare. And some will say their vineyard conditions simply don’t let them. And some will take the biggest leap of all – into biodynamics. This is ‘organics+’ and is based on the controversial writings of Rudolf Steiner in the early twentieth century. It lays emphasis on working with the movements of the planets and cosmic forces to achieve balance and consequently health in the soil and the vine. It requires the application of various organic, mineral and herbal preparations in homeopathic quantities. These all then need to be sprayed on the vineyard according to the movement of the stars and planets, and the different phases of the moon, and to whether the day is adjudged to be a fruit, flower, leaf or root day . . . yes, I know. What’s it all about? I’m not sure and I’m not sure anyone’s sure they’re sure. When I hear some biodynamic proselytisers hard at it, my mind rapidly turns to a glass of cool, cleansing ale. But, dammit, it seems to work. Not for everybody. In fact, not for very many growers, because it takes a great deal of personal commitment in terms of time and increased costs – and risk, until you get the hang of it. But the soil gets healthier and healthier. The balance of acids, sugars and tannins supposedly improves year by year. Is it the biodynamics? Or is it the fact that if you adopt biodynamic methods you have to abandon all your lazy shortcuts and give each vine total attention, so you come to know your vineyard intimately? To feel its stresses and challenges, to emotionally respond day by day, hour by hour, to the progress of your grapes toward harvest. Some of the world’s greatest winemakers are now biodynamic. Leroy, Comtes Lafon and Domaine de la Romanée-Conti head a long list in Burgundy. Pontet-Canet leads the way in Bordeaux, Chapoutier in the Rhône, Cullen in Australia, Espinoza in Chile, Noemía in Argentina, Reyneke in South Africa and Southbrook in Canada. They all think it works, so who am I to say it doesn’t?


Making the wine


In the old days, most winemakers didn’t have a lot of say in the grapes they were going to attempt to turn into tasty wine. The carts and trucks would turn up full of grapes at varying levels of ripeness from vineyards the winemaker had never visited. And I’m not talking about a hundred years ago. This was very common during the 1980s and common in the 1990s. Winemakers took what they got. This might help explain why the cult of winemaker as rock star developed during these decades – the winemaker would have been taught loads of tricks at wine school. Davis in California, Roseworthy in Australia, Stellenbosch in South Africa, Bordeaux or Dijon in France, Geisenheim in Germany – these are the famous ones, but there were dozens more. Faced with an entirely unpredictable pile of grapes, he or she would have flexed the muscles, clicked the brain into winemaking mode and set to with yeasts, enzymes, flavourants, colourants and other technical wizardry to produce what could be fairly exciting drinks. That was then. In this century, it’s a totally different world.


Today, the winemaker and the vineyard manager live in each other’s pockets right through the ripening period. They’re discussing vine trellising, management of the leaf canopy, in particular how much the grapes should be exposed to full sunlight – supposed to improve ripening – as against dappled sunlight (much better in my view; the grape loses perfume in direct sunlight). The volume of grapes will also be agonised over. Most wineries now prune generously, then ‘green harvest’ halfway through the ripening season. This means they cut off any bunches that are ripening less evenly, leaving a smaller crop of grapes, and these are supposed to ripen more fully and quicker. The world’s greatest vineyard expert, Richard Smart, isn’t convinced it does much to improve the quality, and I rather agree with him, though it once again homogenises flavours.


You could say that the winemaker’s most important decision all year is when to harvest. When I used to pick grapes, frankly anything that was vaguely oval and hanging off a vine cane would go in my basket. Anything from pink to purple would do. The picking date was usually decided when the merry band of travellers turned up from northern Spain. They liked to call themselves gitanes – that’s French for gypsies, for the smokers among you. Here they were. Let’s pick before they move off again. The phrase ‘physiological ripeness’ was one that I never heard. The word ‘perfect’ really wasn’t part of the grape grower’s vocabulary any more than the word ‘perfect’ was used to describe a wine by the winemaker. But science has now come up with study after study showing us the ‘perfect’ state we could aspire to in a grape’s sugar, acid, pH, pulp texture, skin texture, berry texture, seed texture, seed colour, stem lignification, anthocyanin density – you want more? I’m sure there is more. And I’m sure that getting them all to coalesce at precisely the right reading will create a wine that may tick every box – tick, tick, tick toward the nirvana of a 100-point score. Toward perfection, maybe? Science can’t tell us what perfect is. Science will make a technically better wine, a wine with deeper colour, softer tannins, richer texture, more seamlessly blended flavours. But it can’t make a perfect wine. But then, what is a perfect wine? Is a technically perfect singer the one that touches your heart? Is a technically perfect poet or painter the one who reaches into your soul? Were Maria Callas or Pavarotti perfect? Was Keats perfect? Was Shakespeare perfect? Is there really such a thing as a perfect wine?


I mentioned the 100-point score just back there. This is a reference to the 100-point wine-scoring system brought into being by Robert Parker, the American wine critic who totally dominated wine evaluation from the late 1980s to the beginning of this decade. Initially, he did a lot of good, encouraging people, especially in California and France, to make riper styles of wine. It didn’t do him any harm that the 1980s was a golden decade through most of Europe, particularly in Bordeaux. And he did simplify the way wine was judged by marking it out of 100 –no more toffee-nosed mumbo-jumbo. Anyone could understand 100 points. To start with, 80 meant nice, 85 meant pretty good, 90 meant very good and 95 meant outstanding. Anything below 80 was regarded by him as not worth the effort. So, actually, Parker’s 100-point system was more like a 20-point system.


It’s never a good thing for one mind to dominate any area of activity, and in this case one man’s palate, one man’s preferences, became absurdly and dangerously powerful. The idea that one drinker’s taste buds are an unquestionable gauge of excellence is moronic. All around the world people attempted to make the wines that would score well with Parker rather than the wines that their grapes and soils might be more suitable for. Consultants could bring recipes for Potential Parker Points with them – and they always involved maximising ripeness, maximising depth and density, maximising new oak barrel ageing, and trying to keep wine’s necessary acidity under wraps as far as possible. And they skewed the world view. People started saying ‘I can’t drink this stuff, but it must be my fault because it’s getting 95 Parker Points.’


Well, I’m sure wine is now generally better than it’s ever been. Part of that is Parker’s legacy. Parker himself cautioned against relying too heavily on scores, when the tasting notes that accompany them are a richer source of information. But wine judging and wine criticism have been ensnared by the 100-point system, whereby all but the bravest feel they need to enter into some kind of contest that approves high scores and derides low ones. Ninety-five is the new 90, so from ‘very good’ to ‘perfect’ is only 6 points. Out of 100? I look at the scores for the new wines from, say, Bordeaux 2015 and ’16 and I sometimes think, did everybody make a 95+ wine? Really? The trouble is, in this age of social media, you lose followers by marking low. Why would a wine fan say ‘Hey, I’ve got me a 92-pointer’ from one app, when the next app makes it 95? Switch apps to the one that gives higher marks. And don’t get me started on the grade inflation that now sees 100-point wines appearing from numerous corners of the globe every month. One hundred points means the ultimate, the unimprovable, the ‘perfect’ wine, right? But next year I make an even better wine, and as others clamber on to the 100-point platform, how do I say mine’s better than that? Well, you could give up marking and start expressing the quality through a carefully thought-out use of language. Or . . . oh, where are Spinal Tap when you need them?


Many winemakers won’t have to worry about ‘perfect’. They will have picked their crop by machine and brought it in to the winery as best they can, minimising the MOG as they go. MOG stands for ‘matter other than grapes’ – leaves, twigs, mice, mislaid secateurs. There will be one last chance to remove these, then the grapes go into the crusher. Many of the world’s most enjoyable wines are made from machine-picked grapes. The New World wouldn’t be able to operate without them.


But the winemakers at the best estates in all the leading countries will have an array of devices and machinery at their disposal, to try to make the finest wine possible. And the finest wine won’t come from the most expensively endowed cellar. It will come from the winemaker with a vision of flavour, a spark in the soul, a confidence to take risks, and a deep understanding of and love for the land that grew the grapes. It won’t always be the most famous land. The vines won’t be the most manicured and pampered and cossetted. A vine is a wild thing. The wines that touch your heart never lose sight of that fact.


So. The grapes arrive at the winery. The first selection of decent berries will nowadays have already been made by the pickers. These chosen bunches will then be dumped onto a sorting table, where eagle-eyed employees will remove any other grapes that don’t look quite good enough as they pass along on a moving belt. These will usually then go to a machine that pulls off the stems, and they may return for another bout of selection using optics, lasers, high-tech measurements of grape density – I watch these machines at work, picking away at all the marginal deflections from the ideal berry, and wonder if the personality of the wine is also being diminished, as what often seem to me perfectly good berries are cast aside along with whatever personality they could have contributed. What happens to all these berries? They might make very decent wine. I’d love to think that they weren’t discarded but put to good use in giving someone pleasure when they pulled the cork.


Anyway. These grapes need to be turned into wine. At its most basic, this involves getting the juice out of the grapes, fermenting it, ageing it and bottling it. It’s that simple. And at wine’s most basic level it won’t even be bottled. So, four stages at the most. Obviously, red, pink, white, sparkling, sweet and fortified wines all have different requirements and are subjected to different techniques. But I want to keep it as simple as possible here, so I’m basically going to talk about red and white wines. So let’s get the grape juice in contact with some yeast and get it fermenting.


Usually you will lightly crush the grapes to start releasing the juice, and you’ll pull the stems off. But not always. Sparkling winemakers, some ambitious white winemakers and people making white wine from black grapes (the juice in most black grapes is colourless) like to leave the bunches whole while they carefully press out the juice. The stems capture a lot of the solid pulp and the juice that heads off to ferment is thought to be particularly pure. Most red wines are crushed and destemmed and the grape skin, pulp and juice are then all fermented together. Some Pinot Noir and Syrah winemakers like to keep some or all of the stems in the fermentation vat, so these grapes are only crushed, not destemmed. In Beaujolais they often throw all the bunches into the vat uncrushed, which creates a particularly fruity type of red wine. And the stems definitely give a sappy taste to the wine. Too much and the wine is spoilt but, just like seasonings in a soup, a little stem sap can be fabulously tasty.


Now, let’s get fermenting. Almost all white grapes have their juice pressed out of them as soon as possible. Occasionally, crushed grapes will be left to stew for a few hours to leach out a bit of flavour from the skins. The resulting wine will be more pungent, if that’s what you want. The ancient Georgian method of making ‘orange’ or ‘amber’ wines in earthenware jars usually ferments juice and skins, and often stems, all at once. The result is earthy, bitter and strangely attractive. Led by producers in Croatia, north-east Italy and France’s Jura region, a significant number of winemakers worldwide are now cautiously experimenting with this style of wine. Watch this space. Black grapes may sit in their juice for a day before fermenting, to extract more colour and flavour from the skins – then off we go.


Most wines are made using industrially cultured yeasts. Hipsters and purists can get in a state about this, but there are hundreds of yeasts that have been developed to facilitate a reliable, consistent fermentation. Some add no extra character, and some can add all sorts of perfumes and flavours. If you’re dealing with a vatful of dull grapes, a bit of help from the yeast might be just the thing. But the current mood among top-end producers is to use the yeasts that live on the grapes in the vineyard. This is recommended as being a truer expression of the vineyard’s personality. In many cases that’s correct. In most cases these ‘natural’ yeasts do seem to help round out the texture of the wine, sometimes at the expense of perfume. Yet some winemakers say their vineyards are full of terrible yeasts that they would hate to let anywhere near their fermentation vats. Cultured yeasts are a modern phenomenon. The best vineyards don’t need them. Less good vineyards often do.


The most important thing in fermentation is to get the temperature right. Fermentation creates heat, which can bolt like a crazed stallion. The temperature can shoot up and a frenzied fermentation could be all over in a couple of days, leaving a red wine that hasn’t had time to extract much colour or flavour from the skins, or a white wine whose aromas have disappeared in a haze of hot carbon dioxide. And the yeasts might have been knocked sideways and failed to finish the ferment, which will result in wines of varying sweetness likely to rapidly turn into vinegar.


That’s the risk they took with every vintage in the old days. In hot years, they would be piling in blocks of ice to try to keep the lid on the temperature. But the example of Germany, where cold autumns slowed the fermentation right down, taught the world the importance of controlled temperatures, and the introduction of stainless steel made them possible. Some white wines, especially Chardonnays, are fermented in oak barrels; keeping the temperature down is more difficult, but a small 225-litre barrel is a lot easier to control than a monster vat. Some producers are beginning to favour big concrete vats once more, and I do think they are really good for the texture of the southern European-style reds. And some wines are now fermented in concrete eggs. The shape is supposed to help convection currents keep temperatures stable throughout the ferment.


Red wines will ferment on their skins: all the colour, flavour and tannic chewiness – the experts call it ‘structure’ – are contained in the skins. These skins get forced to the surface of the liquid by waves of carbon dioxide bubbles produced during the fermentation. They are either pushed back down regularly into the liquid, or the liquid is drawn off and poured back into the top of the vat, soaking the skins and extracting more character from them. Extraction was taken to extremes at the beginning of this century, with the skins macerating in the juice before fermentation, being relentlessly pummelled during fermentation and then being left to continue macerating in the wine long after fermentation was finished. The result was frequently wines that were too dense and bitter. The mood nowadays is to ease off, although that post-fermentation maceration is still quite popular before the wine is drained off and the skins are taken to the press to squeeze out whatever wine they still contain. The basic extraction would once have been done by everyone stripping off, piling into the vat and stomping away. I’ve done it a couple of times. Apart from the very strange sensation of vine twigs getting caught up in my loose bits, I’d say the most important thing is to hold on to the side of the vat – it’s very slippery in there. And once the fermentation really gets going, don’t even think about it. The carbon dioxide is so acrid you’ll choke and then faint, and later everyone will marvel at the meaty character of the wine as they toast your memory.


But just a word more about what fermentation is and what happens to all the sugar in those grapes if the fermentation doesn’t convert it to alcohol. Sugar is everywhere in our food and in our drink nowadays. Many dieticians regard sugar as a drug, and the way that food manufacturers routinely add it to so many products, from hamburger buns to ‘ready meal’ curries and soups and to almost any drink except plain water, rather supports that theory. But in nature, sweetness isn’t always available, except when fruits ripen, or if you had the chance to harvest honey, and for thousands of years before the discovery of the sugar cane, and then the sugar beet, both of which made sugar available all year round, and, over time, made it cheap as well, sweet things were prized and jealously protected.


But hang on. Grapes are sweet. Why aren’t wines from grapes sweet? Good question. Here’s the answer. Fermentation occurs in nature when yeasts attack sugar and devour it. If you watch a tank of wine fermenting it’s a riot of froth and bubbles and the air is filled with a heady sweet-sour stink as the yeasts gorge themselves on sugar. The by-products of this ravenous feast are carbon dioxide – all those bubbles and that pong – and alcohol. Yeasts will go on consuming sugar and creating alcohol until the alcohol level in the liquid rises to somewhere around 15 per cent, at which point the yeasts simply can’t operate any more and they slump to the bottom of the vat sated and comatose. Sounds all too familiar to me. And the fermentation stops. Now, the more sugar the grapes contain, the more alcohol the yeasts can create up to about 15 per cent or so. Most grapes don’t have nearly enough sugar to create 15 per cent alcohol so the yeasts simply gobble up all the sugar they can find, and the resulting wine is dry. And that’s the vast majority of the wine we drink. But just occasionally grapes can build up sugar levels so intense that you could create a wine of more than 15 per cent alcohol – 20 per cent, 25 per cent, 30 per cent even. Yet the yeast can’t convert all that sugar to alcohol, so when it gives up trying, all the sugar that hasn’t been converted into alcohol remains as sweetness in the wine.


Now, there is a very efficient way of creating sweet wines, and that’s by adding high-strength spirit to the vat part way through the ferment. This immediately raises the alcohol level to beyond what the yeast can bear, often 18 to 20 per cent; it arrests the fermentation, and you’re left with the unfermented grape sugar as sweetness. These wines are called fortified wines. Frankly, you can make fortified wines pretty much anywhere in the world, though only a few places like Spain and Portugal do it well. But naturally sweet wines, without fortification, are a much more tricky proposition. Very few grapes can reach the levels of super-ripeness required, and to do that they either need to be left on the vine to shrivel, or to be attacked by a weird sugar-intensifying fungus, or indeed to be frozen stiff while still on the vine. Or you can intervene and artificially dry the grapes so that their sugar levels concentrate massively. Each of these activities takes a lot of time and effort, and they all involve risk – you can lose your entire crop if something goes wrong. But a few people around the world are stubborn and determined and impassioned. Fortifying wine is a lot easier, but the flavours you get from unfortified sweet wines are some of the wine world’s great treats.


Some red and many white wines spend their pre-bottling time in stainless steel tanks. There will be some yeast sediment (lees) left over from the fermentation. If the producer wants to add a little richness and fatness to the wine without any oak taste, leaving the wine on some of these lees and stirring it regularly plumps up the wine pretty effectively. But a fair number of top whites, and nearly all top reds, will get the oak treatment. Oak barrels are made by toasting and bending staves cut from old trees over a flame. Numerous countries grow oak, but French wood is regarded as the most subtle and sophisticated, while American oak gives a richer, more dominating flavour to the wine. How? Well, oak is full of vanillin. When you toast a stave, the vanillin is drawn out of the wood and caramelised on the inner surface of the barrel. When you age a wine in a wooden barrel the flavours of the oak get dissolved in the wine. If you only toast a barrel lightly, the result is a delightful nutty, creamy, spicy, oatmealy flavour that usually enhances a wine. If you toast the barrel heavily you are more likely to get a flavour like chocolate or even mocha coffee. Some people love it on wines like Shiraz or Pinotage. I can take it in very small doses. Just.


And the mood in wine is drifting away from these mocha-chocolate monsters, even in oak infernos like the Barossa and Napa Valleys. It’s not long ago that many red wines would as a matter of course be kept in small new oak barrels for a couple of years and emerge into the sunlight at the end of this ordeal riven with bitter wood tannins and sporting a taste halfway between a carpenter’s shop and a chocolate factory. Some people must have liked them, because critics would swoon before their stodgy presence and high rollers would hurl wads of money in their direction. These kinds of critics are losing their influence – and their teeth, probably, if this was the kind of wine they drank at home. But oak still plays as important a role as ever, just in a different way.


Most of that intense toasted wood flavour is extracted by the first wine that is aged in the new barrel. If you then use the barrel again, for different wines, the actual flavour of wood becomes less and less evident – it’s been sucked out. The barrel’s real purpose – of soothing and softening the wine through a gentle interplay with the air outside the cask over a period of one to two years – becomes the main event. And if you use a bigger barrel – 300 litres, 500 litres – even a new one will give less oaky taste, but the subtle softening of the wine will be just as effective. The taste of new wood used to be like a drug for us. It became the hallmark of the New World against the drabness of Europe. Europe then caught on and began whacking the wine into new barrels, too. I didn’t know that France had so many forests full of old trees. Perhaps France’s geographical extent is a bit wider than I thought. Well, we’re in rehab. And we’re happy here. Oak barrels are great for wine’s texture and character; just let’s not taste them: they’re the container, not the substance; the support act, not the headliner.


Pretty nearly all red wines will have undergone a second fermentation in vat or barrel. This is called the malolactic fermentation – it doesn’t create alcohol; it converts sharp green malic acid into soft, mildly creamy lactic acid. Red wines that don’t do the malolactic taste pretty raw. But white wines taste much brighter and fresher without it, so many producers of wines like Sauvignon Blanc and Riesling prevent it from happening. Even Chardonnays don’t always go through it, as the fad for big, rich cream-bun mouthfuls fades. There are various other activities that the wine goes through. Red wines often need softening and freshening up and they get aerated by being transferred from barrel to barrel (racking, this is called). Sometimes they get oxygen bubbled through them (micro-oxygenation). At the moment there is a bit of an obsession with trying to smooth out all the rough edges in red wine. I think it’s often overdone. A contrast between textures, between rough and smooth, between rich and lean, is one of the challenging delights of red wine. Too much manipulation infantilises the wine. Just as too much sous-vide cooking infantilises a piece of meat by softening it to the point of senile absurdity.


Let’s just bottle the wine. But before that we need to talk about sulphur and high-tech. And ‘natural’ winemaking. Let’s do the high-tech first. If you go into many of the top wineries in California or Australia, or even Bordeaux, you’ll see impressive-looking chunks of stainless steel – usually pushed pretty far into the shadows when journalists are visiting. One might be a reverse osmosis machine, which removes alcohol, volatile acidity, stray yeasts or water from your wine – molecularly! It can deconstruct your wine, then reconstruct it. Why would anyone want to do that? Another shining steel gizmo might be the vacuum concentrator – this lets you remove water from grape juice before you ferment it. Why would anyone want to do that? And why would anyone want to employ a spinning cone?


These are all devices to alter the composition of your wine. The spinning cone’s main job is to lower alcohol – very useful if you’ve picked your grapes far too ripe, as became the habit in much of California at the beginning of this century. A vacuum concentrator’s initial purpose was to help when your vintage was wet and your grapes were bloated and dilute. Take some water out and you’ll get a better level of alcohol, and a more concentrated taste – though if the grapes weren’t ripe you just get a more concentrated flavour of ‘weren’t ripe-ness’. Of course, if you’d been setting too big a crop in the vineyards, in the hope that the sun would shine and ripen it all but, as so often, it didn’t – well, you can quietly remove some of that tasteless water from that excessive crop you set. Surely no one in Bordeaux would want to do that? And reverse osmosis is such fun. All that molecular re-arrangement. Why, you could even make a wine that didn’t taste a bit like the stuff that nature intended: softer, more seamless, more voluptuous – just the kind of thing to please the wine critics and the marketing men.


And sulphur. I would suggest that every single mouthful of wine you’ve ever enjoyed contained some sulphur. Sulphur dioxide is one of the by-products of fermentation. And sulphur has been used to keep barrels and vats clean, to stop wine oxidising or turning to vinegar and to prepare it for bottling since at least Roman times. When most wine was pretty rancid and most winemaking equally poor, a liberal addition of sulphur could just about get your wine to market. My nostrils still flare and I wince at the memory of that prickly, choking sulphur smell that lay in wait under the cork of most cheap German, Italian and French whites in the last century. Goodness knows how we ever pretended to enjoy such swill.


Sulphur is now under attack. The permitted level of sulphur dioxide (the gaseous form of sulphur generally used in wine production) has dropped continually in the last generation or so, and good winemakers now use far less than the permitted levels. But most still use some – either while the wine is being aged in vat or barrel, or just before bottling, to keep the drink fresh and bright. Winemaking techniques are far more advanced than they used to be. Winery hygiene is now at the kind of level you used to find only in dairies and creameries. Even so, nearly all winemakers feel that two thousand years of experience can’t be wrong and a little sulphur is a fundamental safeguard.


However, there is now a movement of ‘natural’ winemaking, one of whose chief objectives is to make wine with no sulphur additions at all, and certainly no use of enzymes or any other chemical interventions. I think this is an entirely understandable and laudable reaction to the technology and additive-dominated wine world that was ruling the roost at the beginning of this century. Wine was losing touch with its roots. Chemical additions were warping or obscuring the natural flavours that a particular vineyard expressed. Flavour was becoming too focused on winemakers’ tricks.


A ‘natural’ winemaking movement, determined to re-assert purity of vineyard expression, started in France during the 1960s, but really only took off this century and has been zealously promoted by some bloggers, journalists and merchants. Too zealously. Large numbers of so-called ‘natural’ wines were cloudy, rather feral and tasting more like murky cider than the expression of any vineyard. The thing is that grape juice will turn to vinegar without human intervention. There are good wild yeasts and bad. To turn raw grape juice into enjoyable wine without help from any of the modern aids takes commitment, luck, good hygiene and talent. Especially talent. The ‘natural’ wine movement has numbers of ideologically committed, ecologically sensitive winemakers, but only some of them have the sheer talent to regularly produce enjoyable, pure wine without the aids they so despise. In fact, some of them do use a little sulphur, and I don’t blame them. I keep thinking back to the words of Eben Sadie in South Africa, one of the planet’s most thoughtful and ecologically principled winemakers. ‘Would you make “natural” wine?’ I asked him. ‘Only if I only sold it in my own village,’ he replied. ‘It’s simply too delicate a phenomenon to send off around the world.’


I add a plea from the vast majority of wine-drinkers who don’t understand the rarified joys of ‘natural’ wine. Don’t demonise us. Don’t tell us we are morally degenerate. Don’t, please, tell us that the lovingly, carefully produced wines that we enjoy are ‘toxic’ because they aren’t ‘natural’. Such grandstanding will get none of us anywhere. One of the great joys of wine is good-natured disagreement. Let’s keep the good nature in our disagreements. And I must say, when I go out with friends who are in their late twenties, they do gravitate toward ‘natural’ wines. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Do you like them?’ ‘That’s not the point,’ they said. ‘They are there to be tried. We want to be surprised. And then we move on. We have to try them.’ And did I hear them mutter ‘You old people want the same taste every year’?


A white wine might be cold-stabilised – dropping the temperature way down – to get rid of any haze or solids. A red wine might be clarified and have its tannins tamed a bit using egg whites, or casein (from milk), or isinglass (this usually comes from a sturgeon). None of this sounds very palatable, but they’re fining agents. They attract the solids in the wine and then precipitate out. All commercial wines get a pretty sterile filtering to make sure that any rogue yeasts and bacteria don’t get into the bottle. With high-quality stuff you can do a sterile filtration – some whites have it, most reds don’t – or a light filtration or no filtration. This is the mood nowadays. Get your wine pure and clean, then bottle it just as it is. Scientists say filtration doesn’t harm a wine. Romantics say it has to. I’m with the romantics.


But I’m not always with the romantics about what stopper to use. I’m pretty keen on screwcaps, but not for all wines. I think they’re great for wines where freshness is the whole point. Sauvignon Blanc and Riesling are prime examples. Yet the silly thing is, these will also age much better under screwcap than under cork. I did a tasting a while ago in Australia of Peter Lehmann and Hill-Smith Rieslings under cork and under screwcap going back thirty years. Most of the old cork wines had had it. The thirty-year-old screwcap wines were sublime and tasted about ten years old. The thing is the screwcap is a complete seal. No oxygen can get in and start to decay the wine, so it ages really slowly. A cork gets tired over time and loses its seal and the wine dies. Red Pinot Noir also seems to work pretty well with screwcaps, but I’m not convinced the powerhouse reds like Cabernet Sauvignon really suit them. They need some oxygen coming through the cork to help them soften up. The word is that all the major Bordeaux châteaux have done screwcap trials. I have only tasted the results of one. I think I’d stick to cork. Cork became unpopular around the turn of the century because the producers were sending out vast quantities of cork infected with a fungus, ruining tens of millions of bottles with musty flavours. In 2001 I was judging wines in Australia and New Zealand, and we were sending back 30 per cent of the wines because of mouldy cork taint. I leapt toward screwcap with rude enthusiasm. But the quality of cork has gradually improved and every year or two the producers swear they’ve finally fixed the problem. Well, they have got much better. And when it comes to a full-on red wine, I still prefer a cork. And I’ve got about twelve corkscrews. They were getting rusty. Talking of which, on to the real thing. Let’s taste some wine.






Some thoughts on wine tasting – everyone can do it



We can do it simply, or we can do it philosophically. Let’s do it simply. Think while you drink. That’s it? That’s it. Think while you drink may be simple, but it is serious. And since we eat and drink several times a day as a necessity, for those of us who are remotely interested in flavour, let’s make a necessity into a pleasure.


I adore flavour. I look for flavour in the dullest bread roll and the freshest plucked sprig of thyme. I taste every mouthful of tap water – I do! – every gulp of milk, as well as every sip of beer or cider, gin or wine. I smell the air. I love to walk out of my front door and smell the seasons changing through the aromas carried on the breeze. I can smell the rowdy uncertainty of October as summer still fights off the looming, lumbering beast of winter. I can smell January in its fogs, in its brilliant crystal sunlight, in its sludgy snow and wisps of woodsmoke. I can smell spring. I can smell sap rising, leaves unfolding, dark earth stretching and exhaling, the sweat of a long winter slumber adding its moist brown odour to the optimistic pale scents of early flowers. And I can smell summer. I can smell summer all year. In the dark winter I can smell summer. As the sun rises higher, I can smell the dry, raw heat of summer trampling on the dewy freshness of spring, I can smell dust replace earth. I can smell gold replace green, I can smell the exhausted satisfaction of high summer replace the polished green muscles of May.


And everything we taste we smell. Smell is taste. And smell is memory. Smell is emotion and experience. Happiness has a smell. Sadness has a smell. Grief and triumph, disappointment, hunger and fear, they all have smells. All of these are the bank, the repository, on which we draw when we decide to taste. When we taste food we can taste memories and experiences. But when we taste wine, which has no language of its own, which has no existence in nature before men and women take it in hand and, with greater or lesser sensitivity, begin to mould it; when we taste wine, and search for words to express the wine, search for ways to describe the pleasures, try to understand the unexpected emotions a wine may call up from some distant time, when we really taste, and the wine really matters to us, then we have the whole of our previous life offering reasons and opinions and descriptors to explain, just a little, what the wine is, and what it is doing to us. And here’s me saying I would keep it simple.


Perhaps it would help if I talk about the basics of tasting. But I do mean it when I say think while you drink is a good mantra. You can get pleasure from the simplest food or drink. And, for goodness sake, we are doing it, every day of our lives. We are eating and drinking. Every single time we take a mouthful of anything our senses of taste and smell are aroused. We owe it to ourselves to at least take note. Even the most banal mouthful should bring some reaction, if only to make us pine for all the better mouthfuls we have known.


So, I’ll try to get down to basics. I am not going to go into the whole palaver of how to store a bottle (nice and cool), how to open it (screwcap? Twist. Cork? Don’t use a lousy corkscrew. Fizz? Don’t aim it at someone’s eye), how to serve it (pour it, not too fast; funnily enough, if you are too careful you are almost guaranteed to spill some – I always do – so relax), and the type of glass (big is better than small, half-full is better than rim-full or bone-empty). That, at least, was fairly simple.


Now we’ve got half a decent-sized glassful, let’s look at it, smell it – and drink it.


Looking


Well, to be honest, the only really important reason to look at the wine is to make sure you have got enough of it in your glass. At some smart tastings you are not given enough to drown a tadpole. And that’s certainly not enough either to enjoy the wine or to understand it. Being offered a minute sample is like only being allowed to gaze on the Mona Lisa for five seconds, or being read just a single paragraph of Bleak House, or hearing the introduction to ‘Nessun dorma’ but not the aria – and the high Cs. You need to drink a wine to fully understand it. Make sure you have enough in your glass.


Smelling


This is worth doing, because it is our sense of smell that gives us almost all the pleasure we get from eating and drinking. When we think we taste something with our tongue, actually we are smelling the fumes that go up from our mouths to our nasal cavity. Our tongue is only there to detect probable safe foods versus probable dangerous ones. And for this reason, the tongue picks up only five things – sweetness, salt (both safe), sourness (not so good), bitterness (usually a poison in nature) and umami. To show how seriously evolution has taken this, we can detect sweetness at one part in two hundred and salt at one part in four hundred – easy come, easy go. Acid sourness means unripe fruit, which could make us ill, so we pick that up at one part in 130,000. Bitterness could kill us. We detect that at one part in two million. Umami is that indefinably savoury experience, which is in things like mushrooms, soy sauce and Thai fish sauce, but to pinpoint any of those flavours you need your sense of smell. We’ll come back to the tongue in a minute.


Our sense of smell is now our least utilised sense, but when we slithered out of the primordial slime it was our only sense, and it grew from being an olfactory bulb at the top of our spinal cortex into what we now know as our brain. We think because we smell. Our sense of smell lost its importance when we learned to stand up on our hind legs on the way to being humans. On all fours you can’t see very far, and you’re close to the damp, aroma-laden earth, which gives you most of the signals you need to survive and flourish. You stand up. Suddenly vision becomes more important, to seek out food or mates, to warn you of danger.


Yet smell remains the sense most closely related to memory, to our emotions, to those wordless experiences of our lives. Smell is usually the trigger of memory, not touch or sight or sound. And every breath we take activates the five million smell receptors in our nasal cavities. Five million, able to detect ten thousand different odours, maybe more. So why aren’t we running around in a riot of delight at every breath we take? Think about it. We breathe, on average, about twelve times a minute – that’s 17,280 times a day. If we had to go through the delirium of deconstructing every gulp of air every day, we would go potty. If we don’t want to see, we shut our eyes. If we don’t want to hear, we plug our ears. But we have to breathe. It would be insufferable to smell everything every time we take a breath. So we have developed the ability to block off our sense of smell. Talk to someone who works in a chocolate factory or an abattoir – do they smell the chocolate or the cow carcasses all the time? No, they block them off.


But we are wine-drinkers. We are wine lovers. We can re-activate this sense, just as when we go into a rose garden we can say to ourselves, I want to smell those roses. On a mountainside we want to smell the herbs and the wild flowers. In the dead of winter, we want to smell fresh coffee brewing, fresh bread just baked and oak logs crackling on an open fire.


It’s the same with wine. Just casually sniffing some red liquid in a glass may make you think ah, it’s wine. So it is. But for good wine, for wine full of the personality of a particular place, full of the aromas and spices of a particular grape variety, full of the vagaries and foibles and ambitions, shortcomings and talents of the men and women who have put their soul into this wine – to discover all that, we must consciously re-awaken our sense of smell. Approach the glass with enthusiasm, curiosity, optimism. Concentrate on the liquid in the glass, swirl it a little, half close our eyes and take a long, satisfying draught of air in through our nostrils. Preferably with a smile playing on our lips, because if our heart and brain know we’re smiling they will react to the smile and ready themselves for the pleasure the wine is going to bring.


Am I getting philosophical again? It’s just nuts and bolts. I’m just saying, get yourself in the right mood, put your nose into the mouth of the glass and breathe in. Then what? Well, be warned. You may get nothing. I’d love to say that all wines are sizzling with excitement, boiling over with passionate perfumes dragged from the rocky depths of the vineyard and the scudding clouds above – but they’re not. Quite a lot of wines, you’d never really guess that they’ve come from a vineyard at all. Perhaps they haven’t. They do come from grapes, but many cheap commercial wines come from vast expanses of dull earth smothered with a carpet of vines kept alive and delivering the cloddish harvests of their joyless fruit by irrigation, chemicalisation and mechanisation. It’s difficult to call such prairies of agro-industry vineyards. The human element is present in as far as some technician has had to press the right button and activate the right piece of machinery.


The worst offenders are probably California, Australia and South Africa. I would have included Italy and Spain, but as the Italians and Spanish drink less and less wine, their basic brews are beginning to taste half-decent. By the way, there is nothing unhealthy about these wines. And when I come across them, I do still ‘taste’ them, even if there is little there to taste. As I have said before, sometimes you have to remind yourself of how much better the rest of the world of wine actually is. So at least pay them the respect of that first sniff, that first sip. You owe it to them as a wine of any sort. And you owe it to yourself, as a wine taster. If you want to appreciate exciting wine when it comes along, don’t sneer too obviously at the cheap stuff.


Quite a lot of us don’t think we have a very good sense of smell, but reckon we can taste fairly sensitively. I get that. I often have days when I think, huh, I’m struggling a bit today. I’m not picking much up. Are the wines dull? Or is it just me? It’s probably me. I’m good, but I am sure I am not the best. All kinds of things affect the delicate, mercurial sense of smell – tension, nervousness, tiredness, any sort of anger, dehydration. That last one is particularly important. In our air-conditioned world the air we breathe is often artificially dry and this will dry out our nasal cavities. You can feel it in your nostrils. They should be moist, with mucus on the insides. If they are tacky and dry, then your nasal cavity will probably be too dry as well. And without moisture, there is no smell. Volatile aromas need moisture to transport themselves to your nasal cavity, which needs to be moist to receive them. Often in the modern age the air we breathe is relentlessly dry. Which is why many wine tasters – me included – don’t always get all the fragrances and delights that the experts say a wine will smell of.


Yet when we put the wine in our mouth – a liquid thrown into contact with our warm, moist mouth – all kinds of fumes laden with every facet of flavour begin to form and rise into our nasal cavity, where our receptors are waiting with open arms, ready to alert our brains to whether the wine is Bordeaux or Burgundy, from Chardonnay or Chenin Blanc grapes, from stainless steel or oak, from a good winemaker or bad, or whether we like it or whether we don’t.


Let’s recap. Look at the wine – fair enough. Some glassware is lovely. White wines often look rather beautiful in good glass. Most red wines just look red. If you want to check out precise colours, especially in reds, put a sheet of white paper on the table and hold your glass, angled, over it. You’ll be able to see as many nuances of colour as the wine possesses.


Then put your nose in the mouth of the glass and take either one good long sniff or several shorter ones and try to form a first impression of the smell. Often you will find words are hard to come by, but a sense of familiarity may flood your mind. I know that smell, I know it . . . You probably do. It’s in your memory, it’s in your life experience. You can certainly try to pin down the smell – in a white wine you might say to yourself, what about apple, or lemon, or rose petals or mint? – just to see if one of these activates your memory. But a first impression of a good wine is not just one smell: there are normally various aromas all intertwined and endlessly changing their relationship with one another. And do you really have to be able to identify the smell? No. Lots of excellent wine tasters can’t put smells into words. Lots of bad wine tasters kid themselves – and try to kid everyone else – by coming up with a list of smells, some of which might be present, that you could just as well have read in a book. And they probably did.


The first taste


A few wines have such a gorgeous smell that you can literally be stopped in your steps, entranced by the wonderful aromas coming out of the glass. That doesn’t happen very often. I can remember the first time I tasted one of the greatest Bordeaux reds ever – a Mouton-Rothschild 1959. I was still a student, and the bottle was opened sneakily in a wine merchant’s office on the quays in Bordeaux, after everyone except me and my friend who worked there had gone home. I must have smelled it for half an hour without the wine touching my lips. I was mesmerised by the beauty and the power of the wine. And when I finally took a mouthful I was so pent up and bursting with emotion that I almost drowned in the gales of laughter that the wine induced. Not reverence – laughter. Laughter of delight, laughter of sheer, undiluted pleasure at this joyous wine that swept me away. Amazingly, I’ve still got a tasting note, though I hardly need it, the memory is so fresh – ‘a heady, hedonistic and ultimately heavenly brew of sweet blackcurrants, scented with cigar tobacco and cedarwood, invigorated by the cleansing sheen of shingle, and finally splashed and stirred with an irresistible, unlikely marriage of menthol and mint, Vicks VapoRub, eucalyptus and lime’. Hmm. Not bad for a beginner.


So here we are, wine in mouth, and think while you drink is still the best advice. Even with the simplest wine, take a second or two, and with something exciting take as long as you care to. Hold the wine in your mouth. Roll it around your tongue, sort of chew it slightly if you want. What you are doing is warming the liquid up, releasing all the volatile flavours it possesses. And while you are doing this, you are still breathing in and out. I often close my eyes at this point, to help me concentrate. And I gently breathe out – through my nose, obviously – and try to capture whatever flavours are in the wine, whatever personality, whatever memory and emotion. You’ll think your tongue is picking up all this. Think again. Your tongue has about ten thousand little receptors. Sounds a lot? Well, it isn’t. A cow has twenty-five thousand. What, for a diet of grass? Maybe that’s why the cow needs them. A parrot only has four hundred, yet in Western Australia the little buggers always head unnervingly for the ripest Cabernet Sauvignon grapes at harvest time.


No. It’s the five million receptors in your nasal cavity that are working like crazy, sorting out the wine’s flavours and scents. We think that we are tasting blackcurrants or mango, cedar-wood, cigars or tar with our tongue, but we are not. We are smelling them as the aromas rise up the back of our throat into our nasal cavity. Remember the tongue can only taste four, or, at best, five things. It’s easy to prove. Why can’t we taste anything when we have a cold? There’s nothing wrong with our tongue, but our nasal cavity is totally bunged up.


Try this. Take a mouthful of, say, New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. And hold your nose tight. Can you taste anything? You will be able to feel some acidity, but not much else. Then release your nose and breathe out. Your mouth fills with flavours of lime and green apples and grapefruit. But your tongue couldn’t taste these when you were holding your nose. It’s the fumes going up to your nasal-cavity receptors which dash off messages about flavour and scent to your brain, which then speedily zaps the message into your mouth, saying ‘my tongue tells me this tastes of green apples and lime and grapefruit’. But it doesn’t. It’s your nasal cavity interpreting those fumes from your mouth. That’s why you need to take a few seconds to ‘think while you drink’. The wine will reveal itself as you breathe in and out and concentrate – but only if you let it do so. And ten seconds later, after you’ve swallowed, thirty seconds later, a minute later, you may still be able to taste the lingering perfumes of the wine as an aftertaste. Good wines have an aftertaste. With great wines, with Mouton-Rothschild 1959, you can taste them for the rest of your life.


And what is a great wine? Can a great wine only come from a supposedly supreme vineyard, from the grape varieties that are supposed to be the world’s best? Can a winemaker set out with a recipe to make a great rather than a good wine? Are there particular scents and flavours we should look for as we try to track down a great wine, then appreciate it, then remember it and maybe even try to describe it? How would we know when we found one?


If I’m tasting, the wine I remember, the wine that could conceivably change me or my whole relationship to wine, is the one that reflects a truly personal vision of flavour, an emotional desire to express the vineyard and the grapes it grows, and it always includes the indefinable perfumes and promises just over the horizon that a human can rarely put into words, and which can thus never be duplicated, and which cannot be bought and sold like bags of silver. The wealthy owners with their highly paid consultants and winemakers don’t deal in words like ‘indefinable’, ‘unpredictable’, ‘the unknown’ as they set out to create so-called icon wines whose flavours reflect a truly personal vision of money and prestige.
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