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Praise forJudgment of Paris



“A vigorous account of the dare that made connoisseurs think differently about California wines. An intoxicating indulgence forSideways fans, and an education for would-be wine sophisticates.”


—Kirkus Reviews(starred review)


“A vivid, robust story that goes down smoothly.”


—Clarissa Cruz and Paul Katz,Entertainment Weekly


“Taber has fashioned an entertaining, informative book…. This is a serious business book, too, sure to be required reading for American vintners and oenophiles.”


—Publishers Weekly


“[A] sprightly and definitive account.”


—Jerry Adler,Newsweek


“Detailed, evocative.”


—Peter M. Gianotti,Newsday


“Here’s the inside tale of the dramatic tasting session that transformed the wine industry. George Taber was the only reporter there, and he tells the tale with the same authority, depth, and clarity as the American wines that won. His tale has fascinating characters, great locales, and a fine bouquet.”


—Walter Isaacson, author ofBenjamin Franklin


“Although the topic may seem narrow,Judgment of Paris focuses a wide lens on the world of wine, and the results are intoxicating.”


—T. J. Foderaro,The Newark Star-Ledger


“[George Taber] has written an engrossing book that puts the Paris Tasting into good historical context…. Even readers who know about the Paris Tasting will find plenty that’s new inJudgment of Paris . And those who have only a vague idea about the event will get an important lesson in a watershed event for California wine.”


—Laurie Daniel,San Jose Mercury News


“George Taber was alone among journalists to attend the wine world’s Declaration of Independence from French supremacy. He tells the story of the California wine revolution with verve showing how the upstarts managed to surprise the complacent French. This is a rare book about wine to be sipped, not gulped.”


—William Echikson, author ofNoble Rot


“Taber uses the Paris Tasting as a container for a delicious mix of Old and New World winemaking techniques, the economics and politics of wine, and an overview of worldwide wines…beautifully rendered…. It seems a shame to use a bent cliché to sum up such a well-written and cliché-free book, butJudgment of Parisbelongs on the shelf of any wine lover worth his/her Grand Cru.”


—Bob Fishburn,The Roanoke Times (Virginia)


“You don’t have to dislike the French to enjoy this book, but it doesn’t hurt.Judgment of Paris recalls how, in 1976, American underdogs bit the big poodle where it really hurt—in the wine culture, where France had been top dog since the Middle Ages…. It’s a great tale, well told.”


—Ralph Peters,New York Post


“Half the fun of appreciating wine is drinking in the history…. [George Taber] puts the impact of [the 1976 tasting] into perspective, offering a prehistory of things to come with globalization and corporate influences in today’s wine industry.”


—Gil Kulers,The Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“This book gets my highest recommendation for its engrossing storytelling of a tale that needs telling.”


—Charles Olken,Marin Independent Journal (Marin, California)


“Taber recounts the story of that memorable day in a clear, well-written, and fascinating style.”


—Dave Buchanan,Monterey County Herald (California)


“For those of us who were lucky enough to be part of the fun at Steven Spurrier’s wine shop in Paris, this book is a trip down memory lane. For everyone else, Taber brings the event to life brilliantly with insightful portraits and a reporter’s eye for telling detail.”


—Don and Petie Kladstrup, authors ofWine & War


“Nearly thirty years later, Taber’s book outlines an historic event that is relevant, captivating, and compelling—even for non–wine aficionados. The petty wine war that the Paris Tasting set off had one big winner: good wine. And one big loser: good wine…from France.”


—Christian Vannequé, Vannequé Publishing, Judge at the 1976 Paris Tasting


“Judgment of Parisis a fascinating recounting of that historic event that was like a lightning rod to the budding wine scene in California. It is a must-read for anyone interested in wine.”


—Daniel Johnnes, Wine Director, Montrachet, and President, Daniel Johnnes Wines


“Spirited, intelligent, and a deliciously entertaining good read. Essential for anyone who has ever enjoyed a good bottle of California wine.”


—Anthony Dias Blue, Executive Director of the San Francisco International Wine Competition


“I devouredJudgment of Paris and it is dazzling—reads like a thriller, with the added benefit that the scholarship is impeccable too!”


—Orley Ashenfelter, the Joseph Douglas Green 1895 Professor of Economics at Princeton University and Publisher ofLiquid Assets: The International Guide to Fine Wines
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Foreword by Robert G. Mondavi





It was one hundred years ago that my father came to the United States and began to make wine here. And it was just nearly thirty years ago that the Judgment of Paris took place. I like to think about the advances we made over the two generations until that tasting took place and about the progress we’ve made since.


I always knew we had the soil, the climate, and the grape varieties to make wines in the Napa Valley that could rank with the great wines of the world. When we started, we did not have the knowledge of how to accomplish our goals, but I knew we had to begin.


It was my pleasure to have worked with Mike Grgich and Warren Winiarski, who are the real heroes of this book. They were certainly more adept than I, but I like to think that they grasped my vision of what could be done in the Napa Valley, and I know we worked and planned and dreamed together that a day like that bicentennial event in 1976 could occur.


It was also a pleasure to meet Steven Spurrier and later his associate Patricia Gallagher here at the winery. Believe me…there were not a great number of believers in those days and we prized every one. In London we had a few people who knew what we were doing—Hugh Johnson, Michael Broadbent, and Harry Waugh—but until Steven we had no one in France. It was a real treat to go to Cité Berryer and see California wines for sale at the Caves de la Madeleine!


I’m certainly happy to see that George Taber—who was there—decided to write the true story of the momentous event. So much of California wine history has been lost, and as he points out, the dramatic tasting sent shock waves all around the world. Although our wines were not in the tasting, it appeared at the time that we gained quite as much as our colleagues. It truly was a victory for our Napa Valley wines, California wines, and in fact, winemaking in North America. It gave us the confidence to continue what we were doing—confidence in our commitment to excel.


This is a book for every wine lover; it has a history and a very exciting story well told. And we won!









Prologue





[image: 1]



Author, at left, at the Paris Tasting


Was there ever a better job? In the mid-1970s, I was a correspondent forTime magazine in Paris. It was a small office, so I got to write stories on subjects as varied as French politics andhaute couture. When a big story broke in one of the countries under the Paris bureau, I jetted off to Madrid to cover the assassination of a Spanish prime minister, to Lisbon to report on a revolution taking place, or to Amsterdam to check into a bribery scandal involving the Dutch queen’s husband.


On May 24, 1976, I happened to be in Paris. The previous week I had suggested to editors in New York a story on a wine tasting that was doing the unthinkable: comparing some of the greatest names in French wines with new and little-known California wines. It seemed like a nonevent—clearly France would win—but as a native Californian, I had developed an interest in wine and had tried to learn something about European wines while studying or working in Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, and, of course, France.


Each weekTime correspondents around the world suggest hundreds of stories. Only a few of the proposals are scheduled and even fewer ever make it to press. It’s a fierce survival-of-the-fittest process, but the result is a lively, compelling publication. Although my story was scheduled, I knew that the odds of it getting into the magazine were long. If, as expected, the French wines won, there would be no story. But you never know, and a wine tasting—where maybe I’d get a chance to try a few of the wines myself—seemed, at the very least, like a perfectly wonderful way to spend an otherwise slow afternoon.


The event was taking place at the InterContinental Hotel, not far from theTime office just off the Champs-Élysées. In winter I might have taken the Métro there, but it was a beautiful spring day, so instead I walked through the immaculate gardens lining the grand boulevard toward the Place de la Concorde. I considered this the most beautiful part of the world’s most beautiful city. There were monumental buildings, elegant people, and an exciting hustle and bustle. This was the epicenter of the city Gershwin put to music inAn American in Paris . I strolled past the American embassy and the Egyptian obelisk nicknamed Cleopatra’s Needle in the Place de La Concorde to the Rue de Rivoli, and then under its arcades lined with fashionable shops displaying their wares. The InterContinental, located on the Rue de Castiglione and bordered by the Rue de Rivoli and the majestic Place Vendôme, was one of the most fashionable hotels in Paris. It reeked of class and luxury.


A hotel doorman directed me to the small, elegant room off the hotel’s patio bar where the tasting was to take place. As I entered, waiters in tuxedos were busily setting up the event, laying out tablecloths and distributing glasses. I knew the organizers of the tasting, Englishman Steven Spurrier, who owned a nearby wine shop called the Caves de la Madeleine, and his sidekick Patricia Gallagher, an American. I had taken an introductory wine course taught by Gallagher at the Académie du Vin, a wine school associated with the shop. Her personal plea was one of the reasons I had agreed to cover the tasting, which was designed to garner some publicity for the shop and school, but they were having a hard time getting any publications to take it seriously. In fact, I was the only journalist who showed up. After saying hello to Gallagher, I started taking notes in the brown plastic-covered book that I always carried with me.


Soon the nine judges began arriving. I knew none of them personally, but they had impeccable credentials and were among the leading wine experts in France. With the quiet formalism of the French establishment, the judges greeted each other with a handshake and then took their places along the long bank of tables. As this was going to be a blind tasting, meaning the labels of the wines would not be shown, the judges would not know which wines they were tasting. They knew only that the wines were from France and California, and that the red wines were Bordeaux-style Cabernet Sauvignons and the whites were Burgundy-style Chardonnays. Shortly after 3:00 p.m., a waiter began walking up and down a row of tables pouring wine from unmarked bottles. The judges had nothing in front of them except a scorecard, two glasses, and apetit pain, a small hard roll for nibbling on to clean the palate between wines. As is common in a wine tasting, the judges started with the white wines.


It was a very informal event, so I was free to roam around the room as the judges tasted the wines. They were a little chattier than is normal at a tasting, where the experts usually quietly concentrate on the work at hand.


About halfway through the white wine part of the competition, I began to notice something quite shocking. I had a list of the wines and realized that the judges were getting confused! They were identifying a French wine as a California one and vice versa. Judges at one end of the tables were insisting that a particular wine was French, while those at the other were saying it was from California.


Raymond Oliver, the owner and chef of the Grand Véfour restaurant in Paris, one of the temples of Frenchhaute cuisine, swirled a white wine in his glass, held it up to the light to examine the pale straw color, smelled it, and then tasted it. After a pause he said, “Ah, back to France!” I checked my list of wines twice to be sure, but Oliver had in fact just tasted a 1972 Freemark Abbey Chardonnay from California’s Napa Valley! Soon after, Claude Dubois-Millot of GaultMillau, a publisher of French food and wine books and magazines, tasted another white wine and said with great confidence, “That is definitely California. It has no nose.” But the wine was really a 1973 Bâtard-Montrachet Ramonet-Prudhon, one of Burgundy’s finest products.


Spurrier’s Paris tasting might just be an interesting story after all.









Part One


A Driving Dream



We could in the United States make as great a variety of wines as are made in Europe, not exactly of the same kind, but doubtless as good.


—THOMAS JEFFERSON,1808














Chapter One


The Little Wine Shop in Cité Berryer





If we sip the wine, we find dreams

coming upon us out of the imminent night.


—D. H. LAWRENCE





On an autumn day in 1970, two Englishmen were walking around Paris’s posh Right Bank near the Rue Royale. Although its glory was in the nineteenth century, luxury still reigns there as an art form in this section made up of the city’s First and Eightharrondissements . The area combines New York City’s Park Avenue with Beverly Hills’s Rodeo Drive. Within a few blocks are found such restaurants as Maxim’s, shops like Hermès and Cartier, and the Ritz, the quintessential ritzy hotel. The Right Bank is a wonderful area for strolling, especially in the fall after most of the tourists have left and the city’s pace slows a little. The summer heat is gone, and the chestnut leaves begin to fall.


The two men wandered into Cité Berryer, a street easy to miss because it was only a block long, going from the Rue Royale to the Boissy d’Anglas. Cité Berryer was a slightly seedy shopping arcade that seemed out of place amid all the luxury around it. Built in the nineteenth century, it was named after a then leading, but now long forgotten, politician. Twice a week an open-air, fresh vegetable and fruit market took place there, and fashionable and unfashionable women alike lined up to buy produce for their families. A small wine shop was located next to a locksmith.


As the two men passed the Caves de la Madeleine, a wine shop named after the famous church located two blocks away, one man turned to the other and said, “That is exactly the kind of shop I would like to buy.”


Steven Spurrier was a well-to-do son of English landed gentry, who at the age of twenty-nine was still trying to figure out what he was going to do when he grew up. After spending several months living in Provence in southern France, Spurrier had recently moved to Paris, where he and his wife, Bella, resided on a 130-foot barge moored on the River Seine at the Place de la Concorde.


If there was a centerpiece to Spurrier’s wandering life, it was wine. In his youth, when other boys were outside playing soccer, he could be found rearranging bottles in the wine cellar at Holbrook Hall, his family’s estate in Derbyshire in north-central England. Spurrier worked for a short time for two leading shops in the London wine trade. One of them sent him—at his own expense—on a seven-month study tour of wine through France, Germany, Spain, and Portugal.


As Spurrier and his friend, a British lawyer living in Paris, entered the store, the owner, Madame Fougères, asked if she could help them.


“My friend here would like to buy your shop,” said the lawyer with British directness.


The idea was not so crazy. The wine shop had actually been quietly for sale for two years, after the owner’s husband had committed suicide. His widow had lost interest in running the business, which involved lots of heavy work lifting cases and pushing around barrels of wine. After a few minutes of conversation, the two Englishmen left.


A few days later, Spurrier returned alone to talk to Madame Fougères about buying the shop. She explained that she had a strong emotional tie to the store because it had been her husband’s pride—in fact, his whole life. She was not certain if she would sell it, especially to an Englishman who didn’t speak much French, despite his proclaimed interest in her country’s most prestigious product. Madame Fougères told Spurrier she doubted he could “carry the torch” for her dead husband. Spurrier then made a proposal. To show he was serious, he would work for her in the store for six months at no pay, doing whatever she asked. It was a deal she could hardly refuse.


So even though he had $250,000 in inheritance money in the bank, Spurrier went to work rolling wine barrels around the store’s cellar and delivering cases of wine up six flights in the service stairway of Parisian apartments because delivery people were not supposed to use the elevator. Sometimes a grateful housekeeper gave him a fifty-centimes (ten-cent) tip.


Spurrier learned the Paris wine business from the inside at the same time he was improving his French. When the six months were over, he bought the wine shop for 300,000 francs ($50,000), and on April 1, 1971, moved behind the cash register to be the new owner. Madame Fougères had been very formal up to that point, never even telling him her first name. But after he bought the business, she asked him to call her by her nickname, Timoune.


The Caves de la Madeleine was a typical French wine shop. Its core business was inexpensivevin ordinaire, the wine an average French family drinks with lunch and dinner. Madame Fougères bottled it out of tanks, selling four simple wines by the liter: a red with 11 percent alcohol, a 12 percent red, a white, and a rosé. The day he took over, Spurrier stopped the bottling ofvin ordinaire, though it took him a year to sell it all off. Madame Fougères’s wholesaler told Spurrier he was crazy and would soon go bankrupt.


Thevin ordinaire crowd, however, was not what Spurrier was going after. He wanted the upper part of the market and was soon visiting vineyards all over France to buy quality wines directly from winemakers. He thought his biggest potential market was the Britons and Americans working in Paris, especially in the neighborhood around his shop. The British and U.S. embassies were only a few blocks away, and in the nearby Place Vendôme and Place de la Concorde, IBM and American law firms had offices. As the only wine-store owner in Paris who was a native English speaker, Spurrier wanted to be the wine merchant to that large and generally affluent Anglo-American community. The way to reach them, Spurrier concluded, was through theInternational Herald Tribune, the daily newspaper of Americans in Paris, which provided a diet ofNew York Times andWashington Post stories plus a few local articles. Spurrier began running ads in the paper’s classified section for the Caves de la Madeleine’s promotional events.


Given his upper-class background, Spurrier moved easily in Parisian business and social circles. He cut a dashing figure, wearing three-piece suits and with a glass of wine never far away. His hair was stylishly long, cut in an early Beatles style, and he sported a free-flowing mustache. His slight British upper-class stammer and terribly British style charmed journalists, especially women. In a profile published in theHerald Tribune, reporter Susan Heller Anderson gushingly wrote: “A peach-colored Englishman elegant in teal blue pinstriped suit with waistcoat and creamy linen shirt, he describes in Etonian accents how most Provençal rosés are absolutely filthy.”


Jon Winroth was theHerald Tribune ’s wine writer, and soon after taking over ownership of the wine shop Spurrier set out to meet him. Winroth had grown up in Chicago, where his father was a professor of archaeology. In a rarity of the 1940s and 1950s, Winroth’s family served wine regularly with meals. He had come to Paris in 1956 on a Fulbright scholarship to study history, but wine was soon his major interest. He landed a job with theHerald Tribune, writing stories on topics like the year’s harvest or some interesting French winery.


Spurrier sent Winroth samples of special wines he was carrying, always enclosing an invitation to stop by the store or give him a call. For months Spurrier heard nothing in reply, so one day he walked the short distance to theHerald Tribune offices on the Rue de Berri. When he arrived, Spurrier got into one of those tiny Paris elevators that can hold two people as long as neither person breathes. Ever so slowly it rose to the third floor. Just as Spurrier was leaving the elevator, a thin young man, also with a mustache, was getting in.


“Can you tell me where Jon Winroth works?” Spurrier asked.


“I’m Jon Winroth,” the man replied.


“I’m Steven Spurrier. I own the Caves de la Madeleine wine shop.”


“So you’re the guy who’s been bombarding me with all those samples! I’m heading out to have a glass of wine. Why don’t you come along, and we can talk?”


The two men hit it off immediately, talking for more than four hours over several glasses of wine at a table in the back of a nearby café. Spurrier told Winroth about the plans for his business. Sales were good; he was becoming better known and progressing toward his goal of becoming the wine merchant for Anglo-Americans in Paris.


Spurrier also told him about how a small but regular group of Americans came by the shop late in the afternoon after work to talk about wine. He often opened a bottle of wine and gave them some basic tips while they sipped. He’d charge them by the glass, and they seemed delighted to learn a little more about the subject in an atmosphere where they could speak English and wouldn’t be laughed at because they couldn’t name all of Bordeaux’s famous Grands Crus. Winroth told Spurrier that he gave similar wine-tasting seminars in the back rooms of Parisian cafés to American college students on their junior year abroad. The two men mused about some day starting a wine school that would serve both their audiences.


While cultivating the Anglo-American press and companies, Spurrier did not ignore the French wine establishment. In fact, he courted it with all the subtlety of a bulldozer. With the self-confidence and impetuousness of youth, Spurrier began strong-arming his way into French wine events.


He absolutely wanted to know Henri Gault and Christian Millau, who were the hot new experts on food, wine, and travel. In 1965, they began publishingLe Nouveau Guide, a restaurant guide with a fresh and breezy style that quickly made it an alternative to the better-known—but hide-bound—Michelin guide. The two later started a monthly magazine on both wines and restaurants that was very influential in setting French tastes. When Spurrier heard that the magazine was staging a tasting of Provençal wines at the swank George V Hotel, just off the Champs-Élysées, he showed up uninvited with several bottles of wine that he sold in his shop. At the door he said in his by now very good French, “I’m Steven Spurrier, and I own the Caves de la Madeleine wine shop. I’d like to enter these wines.” The nonplussed doorman let him in, and somehow Spurrier was quickly invited to be a member of the tasting panel. The French were surprised by his knowledge of wine, and he was soon in tight with the Gault-Millau crowd, which, like him, was young and irreverent.


Spurrier also worked his way into the Foire de Paris and the Foire de Mâcon, two big agricultural shows that awarded wine prizes, and before long he was judging wine competitions all over the country.


When he heard that the prestigious wine magazineLa Revue du Vin de France was giving a test for sommeliers, the wine stewards who work in only the best restaurants, Spurrier showed up uninvited to take the test. Officials told him the examination was for sommeliers only and not for wine merchants, but Spurrier said he still wanted to take it. Reluctantly Odette Kahn, the magazine’s tall and striking-looking editor, allowed him to participate. Spurrier was the only person that day to score a perfect 100 percent on the written part. When Kahn invited him to stay for the wine-tasting section of the examination, Spurrier declined, saying he just wanted to see what the test was like. Intrigued by the young Brit, Kahn quickly took an interest in his wine enterprises.


Eighteen months after Spurrier bought the Caves de la Madeleine, the locksmith located next door went bankrupt. Spurrier bought the shop at auction, and then suggested to Winroth that they collaborate and start a wine school for Spurrier’s inquisitive American businesspeople and Winroth’s junior-year-abroad students. They called their school the Académie du Vin. Despite the name, instruction would be only in English.


It took about six months to turn the downstairs area of the locksmith shop, where there had been a forge, into the Académie’s classroom. The ceiling was stripped to expose massive eighteenth-century oak beams. Spurrier hung maps of wine-growing regions on the brick walls and filled a bookcase with tomes on wine in both French and English. In a stroke of luck that seemed to follow all his wine ventures during the 1970s, Spurrier heard that a horseshoe-shaped mahogany bar from the Napoléon III period was for sale at a café near the famous Les Halles food market. It cost only five hundred francs (a hundred dollars), but he had to haul it away that very afternoon.


Spurrier and Winroth had to call friends around Paris to get enough students for the first class, which they taught together, just before France’s traditional August vacation break in 1972. The class went well, but it convinced Spurrier that he would need help running the wine school. Serendipitously, a young American woman who loved Paris and was trying to find a way to stay happened to call him asking for a job. Patricia Gallagher had met Spurrier while interviewing him for a freelance article she had written for Delaware’sWilmington Morning News . But freelancing for her home state’s main newspaper and doing pick-up work at theHerald Tribune were not going to pay her bills, so she needed a job. Gallagher went to work at the Académie du Vin almost immediately.


Although she knew little about wine when she joined Spurrier, Gallagher proved a quick study and was soon giving courses and managing the school. While Spurrier was casual and confident as a teacher, she was more serious. I can still recall her, in the course I took, carefully leading her students through an understanding of tannins, a substance found mainly in red wines. She talked about the furry sensation tannins cause in your mouth and how the students should be feeling them, until everyone in the class told her they got it.


The Académie du Vin was a big hit immediately. Early students told their friends about it, and word spread quickly through the Anglo-American community of this place where people could learn about French wines in English. The press also picked up on the unusual story of a young Englishman running a wine school in Paris. First theHerald Tribune and British papers ran the story; French papers soon followed.


The initial six-session course was a general introduction to the wine regions of France and cost five hundred francs. After an overview class, the following five weekly meetings concentrated on a single region, going from the Loire Valley in week two to Champagne in week six. After the school’s early success, more specialized courses were offered on specific regions and various vintages. Most of the two-hour sessions were in the early evening so people could take them after work on their way home. Soon more and more students were sitting around the horseshoe bar listening to Spurrier or Gallagher talk about wine. The names of the wines under discussion were written on a blackboard behind the bar, and a platter of cheese, cold cuts, and country bread stood at the ready to accompany the wine. Conversation always became livelier as the classes and the wines progressed.


Before long even the French were calling and asking to take courses. Hard as it was to believe, the Académie du Vin was the only place in Paris that gave formal programs, in either French or English, in wine appreciation. By then Spurrier was no longer surprised at how little the average French person knew about wine, and he hired a native speaker to teach at the school. Later, the Académie also gave the official program for French sommeliers.


The Caves de la Madeleine had been a success, but the Académie du Vin put Spurrier into a new orbit. By the mid-1970s, his early Beatles look was replaced by a more conservative Savile Row style. After his mustache came off in 1975, Spurrier looked like the young banker his father had wanted him to be. His father, who had always been dismissive of a wine career, learned how successful his son had become while checking in a rental car at the airport in Bordeaux one day. The young woman at the Hertz counter asked the father, “You aren’t the celebrated wine merchant, by any chance?” He proudly explained that was his son.


In the Paris of the mid-1970s, Spurrier and Gallagher were excited and exciting. They obviously loved France and all things French, especially wine, which helped them move easily in French society. They became such an item around town that people wondered if they were a couple. They were not. Spurrier’s wife, Bella, was busy raising their two small children in the family’s apartment at the Place de la Bastille, where they moved after they left their barge on the Seine. Meanwhile Gallagher was developing a relationship with a Frenchman she later married.


Spurrier and Gallagher traveled endlessly to the wine regions of France from Champagne to Bordeaux, talking to vintners and learning more about French wines. The more they learned, the more the French liked them. Soon they were also offering trips to wine regions, and their English-speaking customers piled into buses on Saturday mornings and traveled to Burgundy or Alsace.


Money was the least of worries in those effervescent days around the little wine shop. If Spurrier found something interesting and perhaps amusing, he just did it. He was not even taking a salary from his company, still living on his inheritance. What really mattered was having fun, and he and Gallagher were doing things that the staid French wine establishment had never done—and probably would never even have thought of doing.


In May 1972, Queen Elizabeth II made a state visit to Paris as part of warming diplomatic relations between the two countries that led to Britain’s entry into the European Common Market the following year. One of the events during her stay was a dinner the queen hosted at the British embassy for French president Georges Pompidou. Shortly before her visit, Spurrier received a phone call from Major General Sir Guy Salisbury-Jones, a dedicated Francophile who had planted 4.5 acres of Seyve-Villard and Chardonnay vines in Hambledon, a town near Portsmouth in southern England. He suggested serving his dry white wine at the dinner for Pompidou. Wouldn’t it be greatly amusing to serve an English wine to the president of France? Spurrier also thought it a great idea and ordered five cases of Sir Guy’s wine. Dinner planners at the embassy put it on the menu.


Two days before the event, however, Spurrier got a call from customs agents at Orly Airport outside Paris. An official said the Hambledon wine had arrived, but there was a problem. With time short before the dinner, Spurrier raced to Orly to see the customs agent, who told him that unfortunately the wine could not be imported into France.


“But why not?” asked Spurrier. “It has arrived, and here are the papers.”


“Because English wine does not exist,” the customs agent replied. “Here is my list of goods that can be exported from England to France. There is no wine. There is no such thing as English wine, so I cannot clear it through customs. I cannot clear what doesn’t exist.” Spurrier was trapped in the maddening French logic that has driven the English crazy for a thousand years. Frustrated and seeing no way around this standoff with the stubborn civil servant, Spurrier reluctantly returned to Paris.


But the next day he called the customs officer for a second try. “Do me a favor,” Spurrier said. “It’s only sixty bottles. Let’s just pretend that it’s French wine. I’ll pay you whatever I have to.”


“I’m sorry, monsieur,” said the official. “I cannot do that. We will have to send the cases back to England.”


“No, don’t do that! I’m coming back to Orly.”


“It’s no use, monsieur. There’s nothing I can do.”


When Spurrier returned to the airport and walked into the custom agent’s office, he saw the five cases of wine on the floor next to the man’s desk. “But the wine is there! You see it!” Spurrier said with growing exasperation.


“Of course, monsieur. It is physically there, but the wine does not exist because it is not on the list of exported English products.”


Spurrier lost his temper and like a schoolmaster addressing a particularly dull student asked, “Does your job exist? Do you like your job?”


“Of course, monsieur.”


“Well, in about two hours your job will no longer exist because this wine is supposed to be served tonight to President Pompidou and the Queen of England. If the wine is not there, you will be held responsible.”


With amazing speed, the customs officer put the proper stamps on the official papers, and the wine was cleared through customs. Spurrier was soon on his way back to Paris with the nonexistent wine. That night the Queen served it to her French guests, who doubtlessly opined, “How curious! An English wine!”


About four times a year, Spurrier and Gallagher staged a special promotional event to raise the public profile of both the wine shop and the school. In the spring of 1975, Spurrier invited the vintners of Bordeaux’s elite First Growth red wines—Haut-Brion, Lafite, Latour, Margaux, and Mouton—to a comparative tasting of the 1970 vintage in Paris. All but Haut-Brion came. No one in France had ever staged such a face-off of the great wines, and the event attracted attention and numerous press stories.


Spurrier and Gallagher began thinking about holding an event around California wines because they were hearing from a wide range of people about the exciting new things being done in northern California. At a Paris dinner party in 1973 or 1974, Alex Bespaloff, an American wine writer, first tried to convince Spurrier that some California wines were actually pretty good. Bespaloff took umbrage when Spurrier said he thought California wines were “rather cooked,” meaning they were high in alcohol and had a burnt taste. California winemakers visiting Paris soon began stopping at the Caves de la Madeleine and dropping off bottles of their wares. Spurrier found some of them interesting. Robert Finigan, the publisher of the influential wine newsletterRobert Finigan’s Private Guide to Wines, and Frank Prial, the wine reporter for theNew York Times, were frequent visitors to Cité Berryer when they came to Paris and became evangelists for the new California wine pioneers. They explained to Spurrier and Gallagher that the Americans held France up as their model of excellence and were trying to emulate the very best Bordeaux and Burgundy wines. Finigan and Prial said the California wines were surprisingly good—not up to French standards, but nonetheless interesting.


Gallagher heard similar enthusiasm for California wines from her husband-to-be, Gérard Gastaud, an electronics engineer who worked for the French telephone company and had recently spent a year in Las Vegas, where his company was installing a telephone system. During that time he made a foray to the Napa Valley and reported back that some California wines were pleasantly surprising. On his return to Paris in December 1974, Gastaud brought Gallagher a goodie bag of California viticulture: a bottle of unfiltered Robert Mondavi wine; a technical book on winemaking by Professor Maynard Amerine of the University of California, Davis; and a guide to the new wineries titledThe Treasury of American Wines by Nathan Chroman.


Glenda Cudaback, a friend of Gallagher’s who worked at theHerald Tribune, was also telling her about California wine. Cudaback and her husband were both from the city of Napa, where his father had a landscaping business that did work for new wineries being built in the valley.


The new smaller wineries, everyone explained, were producing far better California wine than could be bought in Paris. At the time, the only California wine easily available in Paris was Paul Masson, which was sold in screw-top bottles at fancy gourmet shops like Fauchon that carried products for expatriate Americans.


One day in early 1975, Gallagher told Spurrier that Americans were planning all sorts of special events the next year around the bicentennial of American independence and suggested that they put together something on California wines as part of that year-long celebration. Gallagher traced her family roots back to 1630 in Massachusetts and had a great interest in colonial America. The French, she noted, had played a major role in American independence thanks to Lafayette and all that. Why not have a tasting of California wines in Paris? As his earlier publicity events had demonstrated, Spurrier liked to be what the French called anagent provocateur . Above all, Spurrier thought it would be good fun, and in those days around the Caves de la Madeleine and the Académie du Vin, fun was all that really mattered.









Chapter Two


France Ruled the World





The effervescence of French wine reveals the true brilliance of the French people.


—VOLTAIRE





Alexis Lichine, a part owner and manager of Château Lascombes, a prized Second Growth under the historic 1855 classification of Bordeaux wines, opened his 1951Wines of France with the categorical statement, “The greatest wines on earth come from France.” For centuries no one would have seriously challenged that assertion. While grapes have been grown in Western Europe for generations, French wines were always in a league by themselves. In the world of wines, there was France—and then there was everybody else.


Archaeologists believe that wine was first developed in the late Stone Age, probably by someone who accidentally left some grapes in a jar where fermentation occurred with the help of some wandering yeast—to the person’s delighted surprise. According to the Bible, Noah planted the first vineyard, but after getting drunk on his new product, he lay “naked inside his tent” (Genesis 9:20). Wine wasn’t off to a good start.


Patrick McGovern, an archaeologist at the University of Pennsylvania Museum, traced the history of the beverage back eight thousand years in his 2003 bookAncient Wine . McGovern’s more recent research shows that the Chinese made a fermented beverage out of rice, honey, and grapes about nine thousand years ago, but that had no influence on the development of western wine. Excavations in the Near East show that wine was probably first made in the western world somewhere in a broad area stretching from eastern Turkey through the Taurus, Caucasus, and Zagros mountains to northern Iran. From there, wine followed the leading intellectual and military powers of the day, moving on to Egypt, Greece, and Rome and then to the distant parts of their empires. Greek settlers brought the first wine to France in about 600 BC to Massalia, present day Marseilles, and Plato set out rules governing the use of wine in the fifth century BC.


Greek and Roman traders noted that grapes grew well relatively close to shore and also in the same place as olives did, so that’s where their settlers planted vineyards. In the Old World the historic area of wine production reached from southern England in the north to northern Africa in the south, and from Portugal in the west to western Russia in the east.


Even though wine has been made in all of those places, outstanding wine has always been considered rare. British author Alec Waugh in his 1959 bookIn Praise of Wine expressed the then conventional wisdom among both wine professionals and serious amateurs when he wrote “For the real magic and mystery of wine lies in this: that though wine be grown in innumerable areas, great wines can only be produced in special places and in minute quantities.”


For Waugh and many others that special place was France. Something made France unique. Soil, climate, topography, elevation, drainage, height of the sun, and a dozen other things seemed to come together best in France.


French wines were also steeped in history. A Frenchman was usually a winemaker—and until very recently they were all men—because his father and his father’s father back as far as the family remembers were winemakers. In such a society tradition naturally ruled. The French winemaker had a hallowed respect for tradition. You didn’t play around with success. No experiments! Thanks to centuries of trial and error going back to the Greeks and Romans, the French were certain that they had discovered the very best places to produce the very best wines. Winemakers learned from literally hundreds of vintages which types of grapes reached their highest potential and where exactly to grow them. They determined over time, for example, that Cabernet Sauvignon grapes did best in Bordeaux and Pinot Noir grapes performed well in Burgundy, so no one had to waste time trying to grow Pinot Noir in Bordeaux or Cabernet Sauvignon in Burgundy. The lessons of history had already been learned. As Émile Peynaud, a University of Bordeaux professor and the leading French wine guru of the twentieth century, said, “Tradition is an experiment that has worked.”


Climatology, geology, and history all fuse in the French concept ofterroir . There’s no exact English translation for the word that combines all the factors that go into making outstanding wine.Terroir is founded on the conviction that there is a perfect place for making wine, where the soil and the weather and the knowledge of the ages combine to produce truly great vintages. Of the factors making upterroir the most important are the soil and the minerals it contains, and the French maintain that a specificterroir —be it Burgundy or even a particular vineyard in Burgundy—cannot be totally replicated anywhere else in the world.


In France winemaking was not just an occupation or a business. Vintners were highly respected for living close to the land and mastering the mystique of turning simple grapes into the nectar of the gods. The winemakingpaysan, with his wine-stained hands and face weathered by too many hours in the sun, had cachet in a cachet-conscious country. Families like the Rothschilds, who had made their fortunes in other fields, got into wine as a way of raising their social stature. As the French have said for centuries,le vin anoblit —wine makes one an aristocrat.


The vast majority of French wine until the mid-nineteenth century was either shipped abroad by sea or drunk locally. Little made its way even to Paris, which for most of history had its own vineyards. In Bordeaux people drank Bordeaux, in Burgundy they drank Burgundy, and in the Rhône Valley they drank Rhône wines. The arrival of the railroad made overland transportation both easier and less expensive. Later roads built to serve auto-mobiles and trucks also made it economical to ship wines to distant markets. France then became the maker of fine wine for the world.


One of the downsides of greater trade, however, was an increase in wine fraud, and inferior wines soon were passed off as higher quality ones, or good and bad wines were blended and sold under the more prestigious name at the higher price. The final series of laws to fight cheating were passed on July 30, 1935, establishing the Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée system, which was ruled by an oversight board with extensive powers. Literally translated, the term means “Naming According to Controlled Place of Origin,” and the law picked up on the concept ofterroir: a wine gets its unique character from the unique place where it is grown, and that should determine its unique name. The 1935 legislation divided France into hundreds ofappellations or areas, and more specific regions have since been added. Today there are 450 wineappellations .


Although they have been modified through the years, the 1935 rules still govern French wine. Today all wines are divided into four categories: Vins de Table (Table Wines), Vins de Pays (Regional Wines), Vins Delimités (Delimited Wines), and Vins d’Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (Appellation Wines). Very detailed regulations govern each group, with the rules getting tougher as products work their way up the quality scale toappellation . At that level the regulations are extremely rigid and cover such things as the type of grapes that can be used, the acceptable yields per hectare, the minimum ripeness of the fruit as determined by the percentage of sugar, and the alcoholic content of the wine. In some areas laws require that grapes be picked by hand, rather than by machine. Such stipulations determine whether a wine is a Chablis Grand Cru, which brings a high price in the market, rather than a Petit Chablis, which comes from a parcel of land only a little further up the hill in a cooler area but is worth much less. A winemaker might be able to make great Chardonnay in Bordeaux, but under theappellation system he is not allowed to grow that grape there. The restrictive French wine laws certainly stifle winemaker creativity.


The system did not totally eliminate wine doctoring, but it helped safeguard the quality of French wines by keeping such practices in check. French winemakers love their system or hate it—or have both feelings at the same time.


Wine is produced in many parts of France—from the sparkling wines of Champagne in the north to the sweet Banyuls in the south on the Spanish border, but the two towering regions are Bordeaux in the west and Burgundy in the east.


Bordeaux’s wine trade is centered around the city of the same name located some sixty miles up the Gironde River from the Atlantic Ocean. Its vineyards extend sixty-five miles from north to south and eighty miles from east to west, covering some 260,000 acres. Vines grow along both sides of the Gironde River and the Gironde Estuary, which is formed by the Garonne and Dordogne rivers, and also northeastward beyond the Dordogne. Bordeaux’s wine-growing area is nearly five times the size of Burgundy and eight times bigger than California’s Napa Valley.


The Bordeaux region has more than nine thousand wine-producing châteaux and thirteen thousand grape growers. The annual output averages about 700 million bottles, but in bountiful years can approach 900 million. Approximately 85 percent is red wine. Most of the wineries call themselveschâteaux, although they lack the palatial residences that name implies. The properties are spread out over regions such as Médoc, Entre-Deux-Mers and St.-Émilion—and fifty-sevenappellations . These give Bordeaux wines both their delightful subtlety and their maddening complexity. Talented connoisseurs can taste, and appreciate, the difference between a 2000 Château Lafite Rothschild from theappellation of Pauillac and a no-name Bordeaux of unknown vintage. That is why the first wine sells for $400, while the latter costs perhaps $5. Less discerning drinkers, on the other hand, might be unable to appreciate the differences between the two and wonder what the fuss is all about.


Warm Gulf Stream currents and prevailing westerly winds blowing over the Atlantic Ocean play crucial roles in the development of Bordeaux wines. The city of Bordeaux is located at the 45 degree parallel, at the same latitude as Minneapolis and St. Paul, but its weather is much milder than in the Twin Cities. Since Bordeaux vineyards are near the sea, an estuary, and two rivers, the weather is generally moderate and relatively stable, although there can be great variations from year to year. An old Bordeaux saying holds that the best wines come from vines that can see the rivers that lead out to the ocean.


Bordeaux soil is generally sandy or gravelly, but well drained. Much of it is alluvial, rich with the remnants of marine life from an earlier age when the area frequently flooded. Some of the land is of surprisingly low quality, and visitors for centuries have wondered how such good wines could come from such poor soil. The answer to the apparent paradox is that in those areas vines have to reach deeper into the earth to seek out nutrients and minerals that help produce superior products.


Bordeaux wines are generally not made from a single grape variety, but are blends of three or even four grapes according to the choice of the winemaker. The most commonly grown varietals are Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot, and Malbec.


The Roman historian Pliny the Elder recorded the earliest known reference to vineyards around the port city that was to become Bordeaux in the year 71. At that time, the local Gauls already had a profitable wine trade with England. The Gauls had been beer drinkers, but they took to the wine trade with gusto, transporting their wines in wooden beer barrels instead of the clay amphorae the Romans used. Barrels have been an integral part of winemaking ever since.


Bordeaux rose to prominence as a wine producer starting in the late twelfth century after a royal marriage between Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose lands included Bordeaux, and the future Henry II of England brought together the French wine country and the wealthy English market. Transportation from the port of Bordeaux to England was both easier and less expensive than it was for the region’s competitors farther inland in France or in northern Spain. Eleanor’s son, King Richard the Lionhearted, made Bordeaux his court wine and soon it was a drink of choice in England.


With exports growing rapidly, the countryside around Bordeaux was soon covered in vines. By the fourteenth century more than 75 percent of Bordeaux wine was shipped to England, where it was called claret because of its light color, which distinguished it from the darker and heavier wines produced in Spain. British wine historian Hugh Johnson has written that Bordeaux was then made like rosé is today, with the juice left in contact with the grapes for only a short time, thus giving the wine its pale color. In the early part of the fourteenth century Bordeaux exports totaled some one hundred thousand barrels annually to England. In those days wines lasted only a few months before spoiling, and the price dropped dramatically as soon as the next year’s vintage arrived.


In the late Middle Ages, however, Bordeaux wine fell into a slump. English tastes turned away from claret in favor of heavier wines, and the Dutch, who then controlled much of world trade and were a major market, also drank mainly heavier wines. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a host of technological changes, especially improvements in glass-making, bottling, and corking, as well as the invention of the corkscrew, returned Bordeaux wines to the forefront. Dutch merchants played a major role in the comeback of French wine, and Dutch engineers used technology originally developed to drain their lowlands to turn swampy marsh-lands in the Médoc region into prime vineyards.


On April 10, 1663, English diarist Samuel Pepys spent a night drinking with friends at the Royall Oak Tavern on London’s Lombard Street. The next day he wrote in his diary about the experience and gave the world the first record of a named Bordeaux. Wrote Pepys: “Drank a sort of French wine, called Ho Bryan, that hath a good and most particular taste that I ever met with.” That wine is known today as Château Haut-Brion—then as now one of Bordeaux’s best.


Bordeaux wine brokers as early as 1647 began periodically categorizing wines on the basis of the prices they brought. The list changed from time to time, although four properties (Haut-Brion, Lafite, Latour, and Margaux) were almost always at the top and demanded similarly high prices. Each year wine brokers set the price for those top four and then the lower wines fell into place as a percentage of the highest rate.


Planners of the 1855 Great International Exhibition in Paris asked the Bordeaux Chamber of Commerce to select some of the region’s wines to exhibit at the event. The chamber, in turn, passed the job on to a trade group called the Union of Brokers Attached to the Bordeaux Market, who selected the Grands Crus (Great Growths) and put them into five categories: 4 Premiers Crus (First Growths), 15 Deuxièmes Crus (Second Growths), 14 Troisièmes Crus (Third Growths), 10 Quatrièmes Crus (Fourth Growths), and 17 Cinquièmes Crus (Fifth Growths). The classification reflected earlier ones and was based solely on recent prices. The going rate for First Growth wines at the time was 3,000 francs per tun (a storage cask that held 252 gallons), while the Second Growth ranged from 2,500 to 2,700 francs, the Third from 2,100 to 2,400, the Fourth from 1,800 to 2,100, and the Fifth from 1,400 to 1,600.


White wines were also ranked in 1855. One of them, Yquem (not yet called Château d’Yquem), received a unique honor: Premier Cru Supérieur (Superior First Growth). Another 11 white wines were ruled First Growths and 12 Second Growths.


Although Bordeaux classifications had been created before and would be made later, the ones of 1855 moved into history. Only two changes have since been made. A few months after the original determination, Château Cantemerle was added as a Fifth Growth, bringing the number in that category to 18. Then in 1973, Château Mouton was moved from Second Growth to First Growth. The 1855 group remain the Hall of Fame of Bordeaux wines, and even Fifth Growth ones of not particularly high quality usually proudly note on their labels their heritage as “Grand Cru Classé en 1855.” A French journalist taken hostage in Lebanon during the 1980s kept himself sane for three years by each day rattling off the names of all 61 classified red wines.


The 1855 rankings are no longer a totally valid reference for quality since at some vineyards the skills of winemakers now may be very different from what they once were. Other Bordeaux wines that were not part of the 1855 listing, such as Château Pétrus, are today considered to be equal to First Growths and can command premium prices. Since 1855, other regions within Bordeaux, such as St.-Émilion, have set up their own classifications so that their top wines could also command top prices. Some of these listings are updated regularly and often provide a better standard of current quality. Nonetheless, the 1855 Classification remains in a league of its own.


The greatest danger ever to face Bordeaux developed in the middle of the nineteenth century, in the form of a tiny yellow insect that killed the roots of grapevines. In 1862, a friend from New York State sent 154 Native American vines to a southern Rhône Valley winemaker in the hope that they would help eradicate a fungal parasite then causing problems for French winemakers. The vines inadvertently carried aphids that reproduced and spread quickly. From the Rhône the disease began spreading north, reaching Bordeaux in 1869. From France it soon migrated over all of Western Europe. In the 1870s it spread through French vineyards at a rate of forty miles a year. French wine production fell by 75 percent, and the end of European wine seemed to be in sight.


The French set up a commission to study the disease, which the chief scientist namedphylloxera vastatrix, and which was shortened to simply phylloxera. Every conceivable method was used, without success, to kill the insects and protect vines. Eventually researchers at France’s University of Montpellier discovered that native American vines were immune to the disease. At an 1881 conference in Bordeaux, the scientists showed that French vines grafted onto American rootstock not only resisted phylloxera but also produced good wine. By the end of the century more than two-thirds of French vines were being grown on American rootstock, and the epidemic was over.


The first half of the twentieth century in France was dominated by the two world wars, which had a major impact on French wine, especially the second, when Germans occupied much of the country and controlled the business. Both wars disrupted world wine trade and encouraged new production in countries like the United States, Australia, and New Zealand.


After the end of World War II, however, Bordeaux quickly regained its prewar prestige. Starting in the late 1960s, international wine consumption, especially in the affluent American and Japanese markets, picked up, and the new wine drinkers loved their Bordeaux. The great red wines, especially the First Growths, were considered by all to be the apex of international red winemaking.


The world’s most highly regarded white wine at the time was also French. It was grown further north and almost on the other side of the country in Burgundy. Red wines from Burgundy, which are made from Pinot Noir grapes, have a large and devoted following, and some connoisseurs think no wine is better than a velvety Richebourg, Musigny, or Echézeaux. Napoléon’s favorite wine was Chambertin, another Pinot Noir. As he said, “Nothing makes the future so rosy as to contemplate it through a glass of Chambertin.” Burgundy’s white wines, though, have long been considered without equal. The French novelist Alexandre Dumas spoke for many wine drinkers through the ages when he said that Montrachet, one of the great Chardonnays, should be sipped only while kneeling and with head bowed.


The largest and most famous area of Burgundy is the Côte d’Or or Golden Slope, a string of vineyards that stretches just over thirty miles south from Dijon, a city that gives its name to a spicy mustard, to Maranges, a little-knownappellation just south of the village of Santenay. All told, the vineyards of the Côte d’Or cover about fourteen thousand acres.


The Côte d’Or is divided into two parts, the northern Côte de Nuits and the southern Côte de Beaune. The Côte de Nuits produces mainly red wines, and the famous village Gevrey-Chambertin is located there. The Côte de Beaune, which begins just east of the city of Beaune, makes twice as much wine as the Côte de Nuits, more than half of it white. The vineyards carry some of the most famous and honored names in white wine, such as Meursault, Puligny, and Chassagne. They are all similar and of high quality, but changes in the soil and climate give each its distinctive characteristics.


As in all of Burgundy, the vineyards of the Côte de Beaune are divided into small parcels of land calledclimats, which are usually owned by many different growers. There are fewchâteaux or large estates in Burgundy of the kind found in Bordeaux.


The classifications of Burgundy wines are even more complicated than those of Bordeaux. While Bordeaux has 57appellations, Burgundy has 110 in an area only one-fifth as large. It has its own classification system dating back to 1861, which was done for another Paris world’s fair in 1862. The Comité d’Agriculture de Beaune, Burgundy’s wine capital, asked Dr. Jules Lavalle to select the Têtes de Cuvée (Outstanding Wines). He ranked them as Grands Crus (Great Growths) and Premiers Crus (First Growths).


The Burgundian classification, which has changed over the years, was never as influential as that of Bordeaux, in part because it included so many wines—now 33 Grands Crus and 562 Premiers Crus. A Grand Cru wine carries just the name of the vineyard where it is grown; for example, Corton or Montrachet. A name of a slightly lower-grade Premier Cru gives both the village and the vineyard where it was grown, such as Pernand Vergelesses (the village) Sous Frétille (the vineyard). A third grade, Appellation Communale, has 45appellations and uses the village name. Examples include Santenay and Chassagne-Montrachet. The fourth or regional level, has 21appellations and gives simply a broad regional name such as Bourgogne (Burgundy) or Côte de Beaune.


The nomenclature of Burgundy wines is still more complicated because many villages have hyphenated their names to include that of their most famous vineyard. There is a great difference in both quality and price between a Chevalier-Montrachet, which is made from just one vineyard, and a Chassagne-Montrachet, which comes from anywhere in a village of that name.


The history of wine in Burgundy began with the start of trade between the Gauls and the Romans in the fourth century BC, when the Romans were shipping wine into the beer-drinking area. The Greek historian Diodorus of Sicily wrote in the first century BC that the Gauls “gorge themselves on what the wine merchants bring them, without cutting it with water. And since their passion pushes them to use this beverage in all its violence, they get drunk and fall asleep or into states of delirium.”


Eventually grapes for winemaking were grown in Burgundy, and Roman wine was soon losing its market. So the Emperor Domitian in the year 92 decreed that half of Gaul’s vineyards had to be ripped up. The decree fortunately was never carried out.


With the fall of the Roman Empire in the fifth century came waves of barbarians from the north and east. The Burgondes, who arrived from the shores of the Baltic, pushed out the Romans but ruled only a century before being ousted by the Franks, who dominated the area until the death of Charlemagne in 814. According to tradition, Charlemagne owned a vineyard on the Côte d’Or that had been planted at the point on the hill where the snow melted fastest, which meant it got the most sunshine. This is the famed Corton-Charlemagne vineyard, which still produces one of the world’s most sought-after white wines.


Just as the English have long strongly influenced Bordeaux wine, the Catholic Church for centuries dominated winemaking in Burgundy. During the ninth and tenth centuries, Burgundy was a duchy under the Capetian kings of France and also a bastion of Christianity, with the founding of the Benedictine Abbey of Cluny and the Cistercian abbeys of Cîteaux and Clairvaux. Wine was important for the religious ceremonies of the monks and soon also became the foundation of their great fortunes. As the abbeys grew in size and power, so did their vineyards. The abbey of Cîteaux, south of Dijon, owned the famous Clos de Vougeot vineyard and many others. The monks also developed pruning, and other viticulture techniques that spread throughout the region.


In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the dukes of Burgundy encouraged wine production and profited greatly from their vineyards. Among the many titles the dukes gave themselves was “Lords of the Greatest Wines in Christianity.”


In 1395 Duke Philip the Bold set out rules to govern Burgundy’s vineyards. He limited wine varietals to Pinot Noir and Chardonnay and prohibited the use of the local variety of Gamay, which he described as “a bad and disloyal plant.” That ruling had little lasting effect, and Burgundy’s famous Beaujolais wine is made from Gamay grapes. Philip also outlawed the use of certain fertilizers, including “horns, hoofs, and animal carcasses.” He mandated severe pruning of the vines to limit grape production and set the exact time of harvest. A sworn inspector also had to confirm a wine’s origin. So severe were the controllers that Philip’s wife, Marguerite, Duchess of Flanders, who had her personal vineyard, was refused the right to brand her casks with the covetedB for Burgundy.


When the Dukes of Burgundy dynasty fell in 1477, the French King Louis XI appropriated many of the vineyards for himself and distributed the rest among his entourage. Burgundy wines got a big boost when Louis XIV’s personal physician prescribed Burgundy as a remedy for his majesty’s artery ailments. Ever since, French doctors have been prescribing wine for whatever ails you.


After the French Revolution of 1789, properties owned by the churches, abbeys, and nobles were seized and divided into small plots that were spread among many owners. The Napoléonic legal system, which parceled out property among all of a person’s heirs, rather than just giving it to the oldest male as did the English primogeniture laws, resulted in further division. Despite recent land consolidation, the average holding in Burgundy today is only fifteen acres, which is the primary reason the best Burgundy wines are both rare and expensive. Clos de Vougeot, a red wine vineyard of just 125 acres, has nearly eighty owners. Because of this extreme fragmentation, the way in which each winemaker produces a particular Meursault or Puligny-Montrachet can be as important as the soil and the weather. That, in turn, leads to great differences in the quality of wines with very similar names.


With ownership so widely spread,négociants (wine brokers), who bought wine from many growers, blended it, and then sold it under their own names, dominated the Burgundy wine business starting in the eighteenth century. Most of thenégociants, including Jadot and Bouchard Père et Fils, remain fixtures of the wine trade there today.


In the late nineteenth century, phylloxera hit Burgundy’s vineyards, just as it did those of Bordeaux. The Montpellier solution of grafting local vines onto American rootstock, however, also stopped the infestation in Burgundy.


Because the wine-growing area is so small and the wine in such demand, Burgundy has suffered even more than Bordeaux from unscrupulous wine traders. Lesser wines from southern France and North Africa were often blended with a little true Burgundy and given a Burgundy label. The adoption of the strict Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée system in 1935, though, protected the reputation of the best Burgundy wines, making it much harder to pass off inferior ones.


A major change in Burgundy after World War II was the widespread use of the Bordeaux-style estate bottling. Rather than selling their wines in bulk tonégociants or in barrels to restaurants, the more prestigious wineries started to control the bottling and marketing of their wines. Burgundy’s famous Domaine de la Romanée-Conti had long bottled its own wine, but by the 1960s all of the great vineyards of Burgundy followed its lead.


If the world had a favorite white wine in the middle of the twentieth century, it was Burgundy Chardonnay. Consumers loved its buttery richness, and winemakers everywhere tried to match it. At its best, a Burgundy Chardonnay has a golden hue, which set the international gold standard for white wine.


 


The world’s view of wine at that time can be seen in the itinerary of the seven-month tour Steven Spurrier made in 1965 on behalf of Christopher’s, his employer and London’s oldest wine merchant. Spurrier spent three months in Bordeaux, two months in Burgundy, one week in the Rhône Valley, three weeks in Germany, and one week each in Champagne, the Loire Valley, and Alsace. Then after a summer break, he went to watch the harvests in Jerez, Spain, for Sherry and Oporto, Portugal, for Port. Interestingly, he did not go to Italy at all, and only to Spain and Portugal to check out the fortified wines.


Hugh Johnson confirmed this view of the wine world in 1971 in the first edition of hisWorld Atlas of Wine . In this book, France towers over the wine business like the Colossus of Rhodes, the giant bronze statue that was a wonder of the ancient world and stood at the entrance of the harbor on the Mediterranean island of Rhodes. Calling France “the undisputed mistress of the vine,” Johnson wrote that it produced “infinitely more and more varied great wines than all the rest of the world.”


The French section in the first edition of theWorld Atlas of Wine took up 73 of the book’s 247 pages of text. German white wines got 23 pages, while Italy got just 13 pages, and Spain, including Sherry, only 10. The New World, on the other hand, received just 24 pages. Johnson gave 8 pages to California wines. The atlas had only 6 pages on Australian wine and just 2 on the whole of South America. New Zealand was not even mentioned, although a British missionary planted the first vineyard there in 1819.


Johnson and Spurrier’s bosses were not simply being Eurocentric. They viewed the wine landscape at the time accurately; France ruled the world of wine.









Chapter Three


The New Eden





Wine is sure proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy.


—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN





The saga began a millennium ago. The year was 1000 or perhaps 1001, and the place was somewhere about 400 miles west of Greenland. A group of explorers came ashore from long, narrow sailing ships with carved dragonheads on their bows. Their leader was Leif Eriksson, the son of Erik the Red. Standing out among the blond and blue-eyed seamen was Eriksson’s foster father, Tyrker, a small and dark-complected German. Eriksson ordered his men to build a camp and divided them into two groups. Each day one group went out exploring, while the other stayed in camp.


One day the exploring group returned one man short. Tyrker had wandered off and become separated from the others. After reprimanding his men, Eriksson and several others set out to find him. They had gone only a short distance when they saw Tyrker running toward them. He was speaking German excitedly, which none of them understood, and waving something in his hands. Finally he calmed down enough to tell them in their language that he had found a place where wild wine grapes were growing. He knew what he was talking about, he said, because wine grapes were abundant in parts of his native country. The next day a large group returned with Tyrker to the place where the wild grapes grew. Eriksson was so impressed that he named the new land Vineland or Wineland, and the explorers took vines with them when they returned home.


That tale has been repeated by generations of Norsemen to their children. No matter what really happened so long ago, Europeans since the earliest days of exploration of the Western Hemisphere were always astounded by the array of wild grapes they found. Surely, they thought, this must be a perfect place to produce wine as good as, if not better than, that produced in Europe.


A century after Columbus, Giovanni da Verrazano, the Italian explorer, wrote in 1592 of the North Carolina coast he had passed: “Many vines growing naturally, which growing up, took hold of the trees as they do in Lombardy, which if by husbandmen they were dressed in good order, without all doubt they would yield excellent wines.”


Captain John Smith in 1612 reported back to England: “[There is] a great abundance [of vines] in many parts…Of these hedge grapes we made nearly twenty gallons of wine, which was like our British wine, but certainly they would prove good were they well manured.” The new colony of Virginia in 1619 promulgated a law that every man had to plant and maintain ten vines. Later every man over twenty years of age had to plant twenty vines a year. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony, wine from local grapes was made in 1630, the first summer of colonization. In 1680, a group of Huguenots, French Protestants, landed in South Carolina, intending to make wine there.


All the attempts at using local grapes to produce wine in colonial America, however, failed. The Europeans named the wild vines Fox grapes because of their foul aroma and taste. Wine made with the grapes was sour and spoiled easily. Barrels of Fox wine sent back to England were dismissed with disdain.


Gradually the colonists gave up on making wine from native grapes, but that was not the end of their attempts to produce wine. They imported European vines, believing that since those produced good wine in Europe they would do even better in the rich American soil. European vines from the grape speciesVitis vinifera, however, could not survive in the eastern United States. They grew for a couple of years but then soon succumbed to fungus, mildew, or other diseases.


Nonetheless, the quest for American wine continued. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Americans attempted to produce wine in every part of the country. Wine was made in New York, both upstate and on Long Island. Georgia had its wine period, and Pennsylvania farmers also took a crack at making it. New types of grapes temporarily encouraged winemakers, who often had strong European backgrounds in their craft, to believe that they had finally found the secret to making good wine in America. They were all disappointed.


The most dedicated wine aficionado of this period was Thomas Jefferson, who became a connoisseur while he was the new government’s envoy to Paris from 1784 to 1789. Jefferson saw wine as an alternative to corn liquor or other high-alcohol drinks, which were widely consumed in the colonies, often to excess. Wrote Jefferson: “No nation is drunken where wine is cheap; and none sober, where the dearness of wine substitutes ardent spirits as the common beverage. It is, in truth, the only antidote to the bane of whiskey.”


During his five years in France, Jefferson enjoyed many glasses of France’s best wines and also traveled to the major wine growing areas of Europe. “Good wine is a daily necessity for me,” he wrote in a letter to his friend John Jay, the Foreign Secretary in the pre-Constitution government. When Jefferson was about to return to the United States in 1789, he sent ahead what he described to Jay as “samples of the best wines of this country, which I beg leave to present to the President and yourself, in order that you may decide whether you would wish to have any, and which of them for your own tables hereafter.” Jefferson shipped home 38 bottles of Meursault, 60 bottles of Sauternes, 36 bottles of Montrachet, 36 bottles of Champagne, 60 bottles of Rochegude, and 58 bottles of Frontignan.


Back in America, Jefferson became the new country’s first Secretary of State, a good position from which to continue his love affair with wine. He sent detailed instructions to the U.S. Consul in Bordeaux about the kinds and amounts of wines to send President Washington and himself.


Jefferson in 1801 became the young country’s third president and moved into the White House. He spent $7,597 on wine during this first term—an enormous amount since his annual salary, including money for entertaining, was only $25,000. During his eight years as president Jefferson bought more than twenty thousand bottles of European wine. His favorites: Yquem, Chambertin, and Champagne. Jefferson, acting very much like the nation’s sommelier-in-chief, calculated that a bottle of Champagne at official events would serve exactly three and one-seventh people.


Jefferson long dreamed of making wine at his beloved Monticello estate in rural Virginia. He conducted many experiments there, attempting to grow both European and native American vines. In 1807, he planted 287 vines from twenty-four European varietals. Later he cultivated two native American varietals:Vitis labrusca, the Fox grape, andVitis rotundifolia, Muscadine. Jefferson, though, had no more success than the other would-be American vintners.


While attempts to make wine on the East Coast were failing, efforts in the Midwest in the early part of the nineteenth century had a little more success. Starting in the 1810s Nicholas Longworth produced a number of wines in the Cincinnati region using Catawba grapes. He also tried growing European vines, but they quickly died.


It was on the West Coast, though, that American vintners had their first real success. There again the first hope was that the abundant native grapes could be used. On July 3, 1769, Junípero Serra, a Franciscan priest, wrote back to a religious superior in Mexico to report on the area around San Diego, where he was to establish a mission: “We found vines of large size, and in some cases quite loaded with grapes.” Father Serra looked carefully at the area’s wine potential because wine plays a central role in Roman Catholic religious services and the missions would have to make their own. The Franciscan missionaries eventually established twenty-one church settlements—and vineyards—along 650 miles of a coastal road they called El Camino Real. The northernmost mission, San Francisco Solano, was north of San Francisco Bay in what is now the city of Sonoma.


Just as on the East Coast, however, the native vines produced poor quality wines. Because of its temperate, Mediterranean climate, however, Europe’sVitis vinifera grapes grew well in California. The Spanish padres had success, in particular, with a vine called Mission, which is of unknown origin and had been brought to California from Mexico and probably originated in Spain. Mission grapes remained a mainstay of California wine for the next century and a half. The Franciscan chain of missions and their accompanying vineyards were thriving in 1833, when the Mexican government took over church lands in an attempt to break the church’s secular power. Soon after, the mission vineyards were abandoned.


Joseph Chapman of Massachusetts started the first commercial winery in California in 1826, planting four thousand vines in Los Angeles. The Frenchman Jean Louis Vignes soon followed with the city’s second vineyard, this time using French vines. Vignes’s wines gained a reputation for quality, and he bravely proclaimed that someday California wines might rival those of his native France. Vignes sent a barrel of his wine to France’s King Louis Philippe in 1842 via a visiting French sea captain, but it was destroyed in transport.


While southern California produced large quantities of wine, the northern part of the state turned out better-quality, lighter wines that resembled those made in France. The native Indians called the area that would later be known as the Napa Valley the “land of abundance” because everything grew so easily there. George Yount, the first white settler in the Napa Valley, received a land grant of 11,814 acres from Mexican authorities and moved there in 1836. Two years later, he planted the first grapevines in the valley.


California throughout its history has been a land for dreamers and schemers, acting as a magnet for people who wanted to discover a place of easy wealth. The gold rush starting in 1849 attracted thousands of people from all parts of the world. At the end of 1848, only an estimated 14,000 non-Indians lived in California; four years later they numbered 224,000. The gold rush also helped create a moneyed class in nearby San Francisco, which was soon demanding the good things of life—including wine.


On March 10, 1852, a member of the U.S.-Mexican Boundary Commission visited the Napa Valley and was amazed at the lush vegetation he saw in this earthly paradise. He later wrote these impressions: “The hills on both sides as well as the valley were covered with a luxurious growth of wild oats, and immense herds of cattle were roaming about feasting on them. Wild flowers of varied hues were thickly scattered around.”


If he had recognized it, the commission member could also have noted that the valley’s soil, climate, and topography are almost ideal for growing wine grapes. The valley had been formed several million years ago by the collision of the North American and Pacific plates, which caused numerous earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. The area’s still active geysers and hot springs are remnants of past geothermal action. All that geological turmoil created soils rich in minerals and sediment. The two sides of the valley are made up of oceanic crust that had thrust its way toward the sky. Some of the most complex land is found in the alluvial fans, where streambeds come down from the hills and spread out onto flatter land.


By the mid-1850s winemaking was booming in northern California. And even then, California winemakers were boasting that they could produce wines as good as those made in France. On February 2, 1854, San Francisco’sAlta California newspaper wrote glowingly about George Yount’s wine, saying, “[It] bears a good deal of resemblance to the Bordeaux wines…[W]ith more age, and, perhaps, a little better management, [it] would equal the best French wines.”


Among the newcomers arriving in California were a large number of Europeans. After failing to make their fortunes in the gold fields, some turned to wine in the nearby Napa and Sonoma counties. Englishman John Patchett built Napa Valley’s first real winery, a stone structure, in 1859. German immigrants Charles Krug and the brothers Jacob and Frederick Beringer also settled in the Napa Valley and started wineries.


The most flamboyant winemaker of the day was Agoston Haraszthy, who had come from Hungary to California via Wisconsin, where he had first tried to make wine. After those vines failed, he moved to the West Coast in 1849, first stopping in San Diego, where he was elected sheriff. Haraszthy soon traveled north, eventually buying 560 acres in Sonoma County, and in 1857 established the Buena Vista winery, a Roman-style villa that fit perfectly with a promoter who had a lot of P. T. Barnum in him. Haraszthy was variously called Count and Colonel, but deserved neither title.


Despite his extravagant style, Haraszthy helped bring California wines to their first flowering. In 1858, he wrote for the state legislature a “Report on Grapes and Wines in California,” the first treatise on the subject. Haraszthy was an outspoken advocate of improving the quality of California viticulture by using better grapes. Vintners still largely depended on the lowly Mission grape, but Haraszthy argued that California wine would not achieve its full potential until winemakers began using Europe’s best grapes. Haraszthy also advocated blending wines in the European style to smooth them out and help them achieve more complex flavors.


Governor John Downey in 1861 appointed Haraszthy to make a trip to Europe, asking him to research “the ways and means best adapted to promote the improvement and growth of the grapevine in California.” The governor simply wanted a report, but Haraszthy had other ideas. Using Paris as a base, he roamed the Continent from Spain to Germany, spending most of his time buying vine cuttings to plant when he got back to California. He later claimed to have collected 100,000 vines from 1,400 varieties. The numbers were undoubtedly inflated, but Haraszthy had nonetheless opened California to new and better varieties of vines. In his report he advocated many of the things that in later years helped develop California wine, including the establishment of state agricultural experiment stations for viticulture research.


Novelist Robert Louis Stevenson in his short 1883 bookThe Silverado Squatters gave a colorful description of California wine at the time. He began the chapter entitled “Napa Wines” by lamenting the phylloxera-caused disaster in French vineyards: “Bordeaux is no more, and the Rhône a mere Arabia Petraea. Château Neuf is dead, and I have never tasted it; Hermitage—a hermitage indeed from all life’s sorrows—lies expiring by the river…It is not Pan only; Bacchus, too, is dead.” The future of viticulture for the entire world, Stevenson wrote, would be “decided by Californian and Australian wines.” He thought, though, that California would not be ready for a while. “Wine in California is still in the experimental stage,” he wrote. “Bit by bit they grope about for their Clos Vougeot and Lafite.” Nonetheless, Stevenson liked what he tasted, writing, “The wine is bottled poetry.”


In the 1870s and early 1880s, many immigrants and wealthy businessmen from San Francisco moved into the Napa and Sonoma valleys, anticipating that California would soon become the vineland of the phylloxera-ravaged world. In 1880 there were 49 wineries in the Napa Valley; six years later 175.


One of the newcomers was Gustave Niebaum, a Helsinki-born fur trader who had made a fortune in Alaska. He bought the land that would become the Inglenook estate in the Napa Valley town of Oakville and turned it into California’s first world-class winery.


The California wine boom, however, came to an abrupt end in the late-1880s, after Europeans saved their vineyards by grafting their vines onto phylloxera-resistant American rootstock. Following the comeback of French wine, California was left with lost potential markets, dashed dreams, and a huge surplus of wine. Soon wineries were closing.


Partially in appreciation for the role the U.S. played in saving French vineyards from phylloxera, the French invited California vintners to send samples of their wines to the 1889 World’s Fair in Paris. To everyone’s surprise the American wines, in particular those from the Napa Valley, did very well in competition with French wines. California wineries won 34 awards for their wines, brandy, and sparkling wine, with Napa Valley wineries picking up 20 prizes, including 4 golds.


It was a high point for Napa Valley wines, but it also marked the beginning of a long and steady decline. During the next forty years California wine was hit with a series of natural and man-made calamities.


First came natural disasters—severe frosts and a California outbreak of phylloxera, which wiped out vineyards planted with European cuttings and required massive and expensive replanting. Then in 1893 came a depression, after a sell-off of stocks turned into a financial panic. Thousands of businesses were forced to close, and many banks failed. Wealthy San Francisco businessmen were drinking less wine and also leaving the wine business.


On April 18, 1906, the great San Francisco earthquake hit at 5:12 a.m. Both the tremor and the resulting economic troubles were felt fifty miles north in wine country. San Francisco was the center for blending and shipping wine as well as the financial capital of northern California. Wine stored in cellars was lost when barrels and bottles broke or were crushed. The California Wine Association, a recently founded group that owned more than fifty wineries, alone lost 10 million gallons, and the total amount that perished is estimated to have reached 30 million gallons.


The most devastating development, though, was man-made. Ever since colonial days, the U.S. had been a hard-drinking country. But in the early twentieth century a movement to ban alcohol gathered strength, and one by one states began outlawing its production and consumption. Beer and wine producers tried in vain to distinguish their lower-alcohol drinks from hard liquor, but the difference between wine with 12 percent alcohol and whiskey with 50 percent was lost on those who wanted to ban any and all intoxicating beverages.


Following the ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1919, national Prohibition officially started on January 16, 1920. Millions of gallons of California wine in storage or aging barrels was shipped abroad, having to be on board and out of port before January 16. Both the Drys, those favoring Prohibition, and the Wets, who opposed it, held large celebrations to mark the end of one era and the beginning of a new. At the time 700 wineries were operating in the U.S., with 120 of them in the Napa Valley. Most people in the wine trade thought that the “noble experiment,” as President Herbert Hoover called Prohibition, would be short-lived and that they would soon be back in business.


The Volstead Act, the enabling legislation for the Eighteenth Amendment, had a few loopholes that allowed limited wine production. Wine, for example, could be produced for religious and medicinal purposes, and the male head of a household could get a permit to make two hundred gallons per year for the family’s own use.


Eventually some fifty wineries produced sacramental wine. The most successful was Beaulieu Vineyard, which not only survived but also prospered during Prohibition. The winery, located just south of Rutherford, had been founded by Georges de Latour, a wealthy Frenchman whose family winery in France’s Périgord region had been wiped out by phylloxera. He came to the U.S. in 1883 and in 1899 began buying land to start his own winery. De Latour acquired property next to Gustave Niebaum’s Inglenook, following the belief that good wine property is usually located right next to good wine property. De Latour, a leading figure of the Catholic community in San Francisco, was able to obtain endorsements from the religious hierarchy for the wine he sold to churches all around the country. Beaulieu stationery of the day proudly proclaimed it was “The House of Altar Wine.”


Making wine at home was an old tradition among immigrants, especially Italians who came to the United States in large numbers in the early 1900s. The amateur production of wine picked up as early as 1915 in anticipation of Prohibition and exploded after it became law. University of California agricultural experts estimated that homemade wine production increased from 4 million gallons in 1915 to 90 million gallons in 1925. This first led to sharply higher prices for both grapes and farmland and then to overplanting and finally to the crash of grape and land prices.
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“Engrossing.” —Eric Asimov, The New York Times

“Judgment of Paris is one of the best books on California wine I've ever read”
—James Laube, Wine Spectator
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