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INTRODUCTION


“Is Pinot Noir a place?” the interviewer asked. “No, it’s a grape, the grape of red Burgundy,” I answered. “And Chardonnay, is it a place?” she continued. “As it happens, yes, though it’s best known as a grape, the grape of white Burgundy.” I further explained that, at their best, they produce incomparably brilliant still wines—and that in Champagne, Pinot Noir and Chardonnay go together to produce the world’s greatest sparkling wines. This prompted disbelief and a request to explain. So I did—by way of tale and anecdote, to make the message sing.


Wine Talk does not aim to “take the mystery out of wine,” a line championed in too much wine writing. Take the mystery out of wine? Why? That’s the fun part. No mystery, no fun. Wine without mystery has a name—water. Wine should not be demystified to encourage newcomers—they should be told it is a subject worthy of endless investigation and debate. That’s what makes wine fascinating and keeps us coming back again and again. The certain knowledge we will never know or understand it all is what sustains and nourishes interest, what gives wine enduring attraction. Take the mystery out of wine? Never!


This book is for that interviewer and the many millions of people who love a glass of wine and would like to know more without engaging in formal study. It is for those who drink their wine without ceremony but with some interest. For those who have been put off by highfalutin terminology and forbidding ritual. For those who want the message simplified but not dumbed down.


The material is culled from twenty-five years globetrotting the world’s vineyards, always keen to see what was around the next corner, always keen to discover the next good bottle. Wine is, or can be, more than a beverage, more than a means of ingesting alcohol. It tells a story—of the people who made it and the place it comes from; and the message it carries sits mute in the bottle, full of promise and potential, until we fire the starting gun by pulling the cork. People and place are the markers that give it distinction and uniqueness, wine with character.


Wine also captures a moment in time and carries the stamp of its birth year like DNA. Additionally, each bottle of the same wine will tell a marginally different story because it is drunk at a different time in its evolution and in a different context. Its message changes subtly all the time. It loses everything, however, if it is simply an industrial muddle of anonymous flavors that could have been made by anyone, anywhere. Then, it is just another beverage and no special pleading can be made for it.


This book elaborates and interprets wine’s story by way of broad brushstroke enthusiasms rather than expert diktats. It is an opinion-driven reflection on the world of wine that steers a course between the po-faced intensity with which some wine wisdom is dispensed and the hokum and hearsay that surrounds any discussion with alcohol at its heart. Wine Talk is not a textbook. It is written from the standpoint of an enthusiastic consumer who has made a career communicating its joys.


Notwithstanding all that has been said and written about wine in recent years, there is still a level of mild perplexity, perhaps even confusion, among passively interested consumers. The actively interested are well catered to. They have done the courses, read the books, and visited the regions. I want to inform and entertain the others in an easy-to-assimilate fashion. Tell them a story, paint pen portraits. They don’t read formal wine articles, yet they are interested and want to know enough to banish a feeling of panic when tasked to make a choice from a wine list in a restaurant or a wall of wine in a retail outlet.


Many are intimidated by the rituals and beliefs that still surround wine. The old shibboleths die hard: that all wine improves with age; that red wine and cheese is a match made in heaven; that an open bottle will spoil overnight; that only maiden aunts drink Sherry and cussed colonels Port; that Champagne isn’t really wine and is for celebration only; that new world wines are all very fine but French is better by definition.


Some ceremony enhances enjoyment—correct temperature, good glassware, appropriate food matches, and so forth—but there is only one written-in-stone rule to guarantee full enjoyment from your wine, so obvious that it is seldom mentioned. Wine must be shared with like-minded individuals. You can get everything else right but if the company, and hence the mood and context, is wrong, the wine will sour in the mouth. This is the most crucial requirement. To repeat, wine is for sharing and choice of companions is of prime importance; nothing else matters if this is not right. Hobbling ourselves with strictures about temperature and glasses only serves to blind us to this timeless truth. We must not get too precious about wine, but we must get the company right.


Context for me has always been paramount, and I am hoping this book puts wine in context. The aim is to trigger enthusiasm, not endow expertise, to foster curiosity and a desire to know more, to enhance people’s engagement with wine. I revel in wine, telling its tale, delighting in its restorative powers and celebrating its inspiring effects. If this book fires enthusiasm in the reader, then it will be a success. Read it with a glass in hand. Revel in wine.




1


IN THE BEGINNING


In the beginning, there was Rosemount Chardonnay, Château Chasse-Spleen, and Warre’s Vintage Port—a case of the first, a case of the second, and three of the third, all bought around the mid-1980s. Prior to that I only bought wine by the bottle, so this was a big step forward. The Rosemount was bottled sunshine and lasted a few months. The Chasse-Spleen was the excellent 1982 and lasted a decade. The Warre’s was 1977, purchased to celebrate the turn of the millennium but that was a damp squib, so some bottles remain. As a “starter pack,” it could hardly have been bettered. The trio covered many bases: the Rosemount was exuberant (drinkable in T-shirt and shorts), the Chasse-Spleen was reserved (it might need a shirt and tie), and the Warre’s was commanding (best to wear a tux).


Though Australian wine was shipped to Europe in the early 1900s, it was in the 1980s that it took off, surging onto the public radar on a wave of exuberant fruit that challenged: you-can’t-not-like-me. Old-timers, their palates corroded by decades of exposure to meager wines, struggled not to be charmed, defaulting to the objection that the wines wouldn’t age, a grumble that missed the point. These wines cried out to be drunk and, short of hanging a “Drink me quick” label around the neck, that is what the bright and breezy packaging encouraged.


I lapped up the Rosemount, reveling in the flavorful swirl of succulent tropical fruit, shot through with vanilla, and finishing slightly lush. The texture was polished, with no hard edges—“fruit juice as wine” some sneered—but I didn’t listen, it was impossible to resist. There weren’t hidden nuances or complex depths; it was bottled sunshine, and every sip suggested another. The dozen bottles were drunk quickly, all resolve to eke them out abandoned; it simply charmed you, and wine wasn’t meant to do that. (Also it aged better than expected, as proved by a bottle of the 1989 drunk in 2001.)


The charm started before the bottle was opened, courtesy of the cleverest label ever to adorn a wine bottle. Square, but turned through forty-five degrees to render it diamond-shaped, it was canary yellow and could be recognized from the far end of a supermarket aisle. It was a classy trick compared to some of the zany labels concocted today to catch the consumer eye. That yellow label signaled delight before a drop was drunk, and it didn’t make a promise the wine couldn’t deliver. They walked hand in hand. Since then the Rosemount name has lost luster, thanks to a series of ownership changes, with the diamond label flogged and cheapened by ubiquity. The excitement is gone, but for a while Rosemount shone like a shooting star.


Rosemount and Chasse-Spleen were opposites in every respect, from color to grape to style to origin. One was the brash upstart, the other a respected member of wine’s gentry. Bordeaux insiders knew Chasse-Spleen as a sure thing that regularly punched above its attractive price—and the 1982 vintage did not disappoint. It would never be described as bottled sunshine, yet neither was it a coarse wine, examples of which were abundant in the 1980s. The fruit was properly ripe, there was reserve and elegance, and no trumpeting of its charms. To boot, I loved the fact, or perhaps the fiction, that Lord Byron named it for its ability to chase away the spleen or ill humors, leaving the drinker untroubled by life’s woes.




Great Grape: Chardonnay


Is Chardonnay King of the White Grape Castle? Asking that question will get a cohort of wine nuts wielding their Riesling revolvers in that grape’s defense. Less excitable types call instead for reasoned debate. Chardonnay toiled away unremarkably until the closing years of the last century when winemakers, notably in the United States and Australia, gave it a makeover. In short, it was overripened and clobbered with oak. Where once the oak barrel was its friend, it now imprisoned the wine in a woody straitjacket. Substance triumphed over style, and the world fell out of love with it.


Thankfully, that wobbly patch is behind us and Chardonnay has recovered, magisterial in the right hands and the right place. Elsewhere and when made by less talented winemakers it usually produces workmanlike wines, but many of those plod on the palate. When hand and place are right, however, it is capable of delivering a taste sensation second to none. Very few unions of grape and ground can rival that of Chardonnay and Burgundy. There, it is elevated above the humdrum, at its best, brilliant.





The Chasse-Spleen was quiet but not dumb. It spoke clearly, and its signature was a soft savor that lay somewhere between fruit and earth. Repeated sipping revealed subtle variations, with its true class showing in the satisfying aftertaste that left the palate replete yet fresh. As the years passed, the wine evolved gently, the vigor subsided, and the components folded into one another until it became difficult to tell them apart. Tannin, acidity, and fruit melded to reveal a new “sweetness” that added further attraction.


Australia dazzled the wine world in the 1980s while Bordeaux emerged from a century in the doldrums. It is difficult today, after four decades of bounding prosperity, to grasp the dismal days that Bordeaux had endured. A litany of tribulation started with the vine diseases, oidium and phylloxera, then came world war, Prohibition in the United States, economic depression, more war, and a frost that destroyed vast swathes of vineyard in 1956, finishing with the economic turmoil caused by the oil crisis of the 1970s. The châteaux still presented grand facades to the world but behind the fairy-tale ornamentation the working facilities were in need of investment and renovation.


The city mirrored the neglect—it was shoddy, its splendid architecture careworn and dowdy. History lay heavy on Bordeaux, a circumstance unknown to the jaunty new world upstarts. They weren’t separated only by geography but by winemaking philosophy too. One represented the new thrusting face of wine and the other was a relic resting on old glories. One swaggered, one staggered. Bordeaux was capable of sublime levels of quality when on song but too often coasted on a reputation forged eons before; a leavening of great wines in a sea of dross sustained the reputation but would never be enough to see off this new competition.


Then the weather gods blessed Bordeaux with the splendid 1982 vintage, which fired the starting gun for decades of resurgence, as the wines once again justified their standing, now trading on present glories, with the past as enviable backstory. Today, there has been improvement at all levels, from noblest to humblest, occasioned by the twin forces of better weather conditions during the growing season, and competition from the new world. Put simply, the first resulted in riper grapes coming from the vineyard, while the second prompted better practices in the winery. Mean, palate-curdling flavors, often resulting from a harvest of under-ripe grapes and a slack hand in the winery, are largely a thing of the past.


The clash of cultures between old world and new had hugely beneficial results for consumers in the 1980s. They watched from the sidelines as the drama played out. The crusty guardians of old world values were seen as chauvinists, unable to broaden their judgment parameters, dismissive of anything made outside Europe. Perhaps, but that lazy caricature didn’t acknowledge a similar chauvinism among the brash newcomers who sneered at the fuddy-duddy relics, always happy to unleash a barbed put-down. They blew hot and hard; self-effacing they were not. Their wines, seen in educational terms, had left school early and lived on charm and wits, while Bordeaux had been to university. I loved them both and saw no contradiction in that.




The Damascene Bottle


Every wine lover talks of the bottle that won them to wine, an indescribably subtle flavor sensation that opened a door to a previously unknown world of sensual delight. Mine came while I was still a student.


Like all students I was an indiscriminate drinker, happy to sluice back whatever was on offer. On one occasion we all contributed the cheapest bottle of Port we could find, except for one fellow who brought two bottles of a celebrated vintage. They were like nothing I’d seen before: dumpy and label-less, with heavy blobs of wax sealing the necks. I knew enough to sidle close, offering help with the messy struggle of removing flaky wax and crumbling corks. The ancient liquid was splashed into crude tumblers. It was deep crimson and filled the room with a rich, sweet aroma. The practiced swirl-sniff-sip ritual lay in the future, so a slug was knocked back. The effect was shocking yet delightful, lush sweetness and warmth smacked into the throat, prompting a glorious surge of fumes upward and outward, filling the skull and enveloping the senses. A wan smile followed. I was hooked.





At the other end of the style spectrum came the Warre’s 1977, intended to enable a grand millennium celebration to roll on in. It lurched rather than rolled. Y2K was flagged by some as the party to end all parties, while prophets of doom foretold a cataclysm. Both called it wrong. The celebrations barely exceeded those of any New Year’s Eve, and the gloomy predictions proved erroneous: no planes fell from the sky, mortgages were not set to zero, and computers didn’t crash. It passed with me smoking a cigar, sitting on a rock in Hermanus, South Africa, in midsummer, not a Port-drinking setting.


Thus the stash was saved for other days, and the years since have been punctuated by a bottle now and then, with a few remaining for future delight. Since my first encounter with a dark, grimed bottle Port has never lost its intrigue: the glowing garnet color, the heady aroma, the luscious palate of fruit and spice, treacly rich, warm and welcoming as a log fire on a bitter day. The Warre’s is now into its fifth decade and still drinking well, the surge of flavor burnished by time and no longer rampant.


On my first visit to Porto, the city that gives the wine its name, I noted it was as grimy as any old bottle, a tired place, flayed by neglect. If Bordeaux was dowdy, Porto was decrepit, without the same gravitas bestowed by crestfallen grand architecture. That was then. In the years since both cities have been transformed but Porto’s metamorphosis is more striking. Even when Bordeaux was in the doldrums an excuse could be conjured for visiting; the same could not be said for Porto. Unless you were in the wine trade it held no attractions. Not any more; now it wears the patina of age rather than neglect. Huge investment has spruced the place up without ruining its character. In the main, greater sophistication rules and a dubious mark of approval for both cities has been the arrival of cruise ships. Those leviathans, with all the grace of a floating apartment block, now disgorge eno-tourists by the thousand, flocking in search of an authentic experience. If they develop a taste for the wines I won’t object.


That trio of Rosemount, Chasse-Spleen, and Warre’s provided me a springboard for a world of wine exploration that continues with undiminished enthusiasm. I marveled at wine’s variety and diversity, its endless landscape, and I still do. I will never know it all, but the desire to see what is around the next corner spurs me on; there is always something new to discover. Realizing you can never know it all frees you from trying; reveling in the journey rather than striving for the destination is what it’s all about.


There was a lot to explore. A toe dipped into the mercurial waters of Burgundy resulted in much puzzlement and only hazy enlightenment. The situation has been rectified, though I never expect to solve the puzzle completely. Notwithstanding that, Burgundy hooked me, both wine and place. The wine came first, and I was hugely fortunate to be introduced by a friend to the wines of Henri Jayer, the most celebrated Burgundian winemaker of the twentieth century. That such a bewitching amalgam of scents and flavors could be captured in a liquid was something to be celebrated. My reaction to the best bottles ran to script: silent wonder only broken by swirling, sniffing, and sipping, followed by an outbreak of high-flown descriptors and boundless praise. My first visit to Burgundy some years later resulted in further enchantment. Seeing names such as Gevrey-Chambertin, Vosne-Romanée, and Chassagne-Montrachet at the entrance to those villages brought them to life; they were no longer simply names on labels, with pronunciation traps, such as the silent first “t” in Montrachet. I have walked and cycled the fabled slopes many times since, always marveling at the minute parcellation of the land and the near-religious devotion to the most favored vineyards. Despite crashing disappointments—bottles with warped and twisted flavors that never delivered on their promise—there have been enough soaring delights to stoke the flames of an enduring obsession.


My first taste of proper Sherry was far from enchanting, such was the shock of the new. The nutty savor and chalky dryness ambushed my taste buds; palate recalibration was needed. Some erudite schooling, moderated by a college philosophy professor, was undertaken and I quickly came to appreciate the electric intensity of great Sherry. And that appreciation is continuously bolstered by the criminally low prices producers are able to achieve for even the best examples, which rank among the finest wines on the planet. If you seek value, look no further than Sherry.


Riesling from Germany’s Mosel Valley came next. My novice taste buds were thrown again, this time by the counterpoint between fruity sweetness and fleet acidity. Thanks to a wine merchant friend who pillaged his cellar in search of venerable bottles, that deficiency was rectified. Riesling’s tentacles radiate out from the Mosel, and I tracked them across the planet, marveling at the grape’s ability to retain its identity while echoing the characteristics of every new region. The acidity is like a family crest, sometimes rampant as in Australia’s Clare Valley, sometimes burnished, as in Alsace, but always discernible. As with Sherry, though not to the same extent, Riesling remains criminally underappreciated.


Then came the Rhône Valley, moving from south to north, starting with great Châteauneuf-du-Pape from the likes of Domaine du Vieux Télégraphe and Clos des Papes. Again, the palate was intrigued by new flavors; these spoke of warmth and comfort, verging on opulence in the riper vintages. Some magnums from the 1990s remain in the cellar, and there is no hurry to open them. From the north came chiseled, precise Côte Rôtie, as reserved as the lavish Châteauneuf was exuberant. It was hard to grasp that, broadly speaking, they came from the same region, though at opposite ends. The northern wine echoed the tingle found farther north in Burgundy, while the southern one looked to the Mediterranean for added warmth.


I was an early convert to Vouvray, standard-bearer for Loire white wines. The renowned wines of Domaine Huet were my introduction and remain favorites. Penetrating intensity and eternal youth marked them as special, filling a quirky niche for wines that refuse to shout their charms and therefore remain ignored by many. Some antique Vouvrays slumber in the cellar, now fifty-plus years old, rubbing shoulders with their counterpart from Australia, Hunter Valley Semillon, another age-defying beauty.


Next came the twin poles of excellence from Spain and Italy, Rioja and Barolo. At the time the Rioja name was tired, worn out from ceaseless commercial flogging—and many of the wines tasted the same. It enjoyed name recognition but little regard. You had to wade through oceans of dross to get to the good stuff, such as the Marqués de Riscal 1945 and 1964 drunk at the bodega, never having been moved since they were bottled. Seamless elegance and enduring satisfaction marked these as wines that could be rated with the world’s best.


Which is not to forget Spain’s most celebrated single wine, Vega Sicilia, some bottles of which from the 1960s were carried home from the Barcelona Olympics in 1992. Vega sits in a category of its own, robust and magisterial and only truly expressive after many years in the cellar.


Barolo was a steeper slope to climb, the foothills populated not by featureless wines but by actively aggressive ones that crossed the palate like a runner in spikes. The proper stuff was discovered through one sip of the Monprivato 1985 from legendary producer Giuseppe Mascarello e Figlio. Here was previously unimagined delight, penetrating yet delicate, like the finest aria. Other top names have followed, Aldo Conterno and Vietti being two current favorites.


On and on the discoveries went, including old legends such as Tokaji from Hungary and unheralded treats like Finger Lakes Riesling from upstate New York. More recently I have rejoiced in the revival of old names such as Muscadet and Beaujolais that once looked like they would never escape from the scrapheap of public opinion. Far away in New Zealand, world-beating Pinot Noir is being produced after some wobbly early attempts, though it is now challenged by Syrah as that country’s greatest red.


Closer to home Ribeira Sacra and Rías Baixas in northwest Spain give masterclasses in purity of flavor while, closest to home, English sparkling wine is well on its way to world-beating status. Leading that charge is Wiston, perhaps the best of them, which allows Irish wine lovers to enjoy reflected pride from the fact that it is made by an Irishman, Dermot Sugrue.


The Rosemount-Chasse-Spleen-Warre’s trio sparked a journey that took me on several laps of the globe. It is a journey that will never end, though recent trips have been conducted virtually. My enthusiasm remains undimmed; there is still much to discover.
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VINE TO GLASS


Winemaking is tough. Notions of it being a romantic endeavor wither in the face of the winemaker’s daily grind. A gifted winemaker striving to get the best out of his or her land in a prestigious region is, in golfing parlance, aiming to win the Masters; this is not a casual weekend round with friends. And the work begins long before a grape is picked.


Conversations with winemakers run to script: type of fermentation vessel, yeast used, fermentation temperature, malolactic or not, time in barrel, type of oak, and so on. These are the building blocks of the conversation, but the one that makes the difference is planting density in the vineyard—the number of vines per hectare or acre. Temperature can be controlled with a flick of a switch, and if pockets are deep the finest oak barrels can be bought with a few taps on a keyboard. But planting density decisions carry great weight, for they cannot be reversed easily and will influence the wine for decades. Once a vineyard is planted, it’s virtually immutable. Thereafter the density incurs a significant cost in time and labor—the greater the number of vines, the greater the vineyard work; in a region like Burgundy it is what one generation bequeaths to the next.


There, the benchmark is “meter by meter”: one meter between each vine in a row and one meter between rows, giving four thousand per acre (ten thousand per hectare). Anything above that is an indicator of how much tedious toil the winemaker will endure in pursuit of excellence and grants a free pass to the moral high ground of vineyard husbandry. “Great wine is made in the vineyard,” is an unchanging truth of quality winemaking, though repetition has ground this tenet to banality, little better than a vacuous political slogan.


Tending to the vines through the winter calls for strength, determination, and skill. The work is relentless and an operation such as pruning is not a mindless chore. Attention to detail is the key: “Cut carefully, don’t mutilate,” says Thibault Liger-Belair of Nuits-Saint-Georges in Burgundy. Slackness and error in the vineyard will leave an indelible mark on the wine. Quality winemaking begins long before the picture-postcard harvest scene is played out. Not every vineyard worldwide is planted thus, but ten thousand per hectare is considered the baseline for top-notch wine. In Burgundy’s Côte d’Or some go higher, to twelve or fourteen thousand, a few go even higher to twenty thousand, a very few go to thirty thousand, in the process condemning themselves to labor that verges on self-slavery. And such diligence is only rewarded in increments, partially when the wine is made and gradually as the years pass, when the wine’s class sets it increasingly apart from the products of a less rigorous approach.


The pruning grind lasts for months in all weathers, and there are no magic wands to fast-forward it or other vineyard work, though in the years following World War II supposed shortcuts came in the form of pesticides, insecticides, fungicides, herbicides, and fertilizers that promised an easy route to winemaking nirvana. For a time they delivered on their promise. Bugs and pests and all things nasty were eradicated and, whenever necessary, nature was clobbered with more chemicals to keep it in line. Grapes grown with as little trouble as possible was the aim—achieved, but at a cost.




Not Chardonnay


It always gets people’s attention, telling them that the white Burgundy they are drinking, perhaps a Meursault, is not Chardonnay. Brows furrow, interrogative glances are exchanged. Then I explain that the Meursault gets its identity firstly from the vineyard and secondly from the grape used to make it. It is putting the cart before the horse to describe it otherwise.


Proper Burgundy carries a message from its origin, refracted through the prism of vintage and winemaker. Only then does the grape variety come into play. But wine is increasingly defined by the grape from which it is made rather than where it comes from. “Chardonnay” has been dislocated from the grape it names and now often refers to a wine style. That may work for wines from regions where easy cultivation on massively irrigated land is the norm. But attempting to define Burgundy by grape variety is like trying to measure a person’s height using a weighing scale. The grape gives character; the ground bestows identity.





Years of profligate chemical use rendered the soil mute, expressionless like a Botoxed face. The wines echoed the neutered earth: hollow, mere glimpses of what they could be. The silver-tongued salesmen with promise-the-earth patter banked the bonuses generated by easy sale after easy sale. Easy because, to people ground down by a half dozen years of war after decades of pestilence and economic hardship, any promise of relief was welcome. Who wouldn’t have succumbed to the sales waffle?


Only after decades of vineyard abuse were heavy-handed treatments reined in and viticulture infused again with good sense, yet a similar malaise soon followed in the winery. In the closing years of the last century advances in winery equipment made possible previously unheralded manipulations. Wine could be pushed and pulled into a desired shape, too often a shape dictated by the market rather than the vineyard. At low price points the new technology allowed wines to be reverse engineered, retreating in precise fiscal steps from supermarket shelf to oil-refinery-sized winery. These fashion-driven manipulations were not as destructive as the excessive chemical treatments—last year’s decisions can be reversed this year—whereas the soil takes years to recover. Yet they were indicative of a baleful absence of self-belief, a craven need to temper one’s winemaking to the whims of fashion.


That verges on a smug criticism, for it ignores the reality that in a crowded market there is an urgent need to sell and sell again. Primped and polished by the latest equipment, the wines stood a better chance of garnering favorable reviews from the critics, many of whom delivered judgment after barely more than a sniff and sip. Flawless wines became the norm, but they were soulless wines. And the flawless malaise spread right up to some of the most expensive wines, rendering them doll-beautiful, as engaging as a shop window mannequin. Yet some lusted after them, for they can be enjoyed without engagement, the most prized being displayed and stared at in the cellar, shown off for effect.


The vine is cultivated in many beautiful places, usually rugged and challenging. The soil must be poor, for the vine performs best when forced to struggle. It’s like physical training—we don’t like it but acknowledge its benefits, for the soft life does not produce excellence. In many regions—Portugal’s Douro, Austria’s Wachau, and France’s northern Rhône—the work is exacerbated by the vine’s love of steep inclines. It is a hardy yet sensitive plant, able to thrive where few other crops can, delivering sublime wines from slopes that look like moonscapes when bare. Their weathered soil consists of friable stone and little else, yet the vine coaxes riches from it. It can also withstand brutish extremes of temperature, over a span of some 140°F. In a place like the Douro Valley, the mercury tops 104°F in summer, turning the stony terraces into furnaces. Such temperatures are brain-bending; the heat presses down like a pressure cooker and, while humans can flee to air-conditioned comfort, the vines lie static in its grip.


Winter can bring savage cold. A temperature of 14°F is numbing for humans but still 18° above the -4°F it takes to kill a vine. That’s the temperature of a domestic freezer, worth pondering when a rock-hard steak is removed for dinner. Despite such sturdiness, the vine is vulnerable when caught off guard, as in springtime when the delicate buds burst forth. Then, a mere nip of frost can savage the crop in a trice. The winter’s labor might be in vain unless extreme measures are employed. In the Côte d’Or, hundreds of small burners are placed at intervals in the vineyards, giving rise to haunting photos of night turned to flickering orange day. What the photos don’t show is the precious heat that beats back the chill.


Sometimes nature wrongfoots the Burgundians, such as the night of April 26, 2016, when frost hit with venom, destroying swathes of fragile buds in Montrachet, the most famous white wine vineyard on Earth. In places the damage was so severe there was no hope of making any wine, until seven domaines pooled their surviving grapes to produce two barrels, where two dozen is more normal. In time, this will become one of the rarest, most expensive and sought-after wines in the world.


The rising sun compounded the damage in 2016, its rays magnified by the globules of ice on the buds so as to burn them. The following year every bale of hay that could be found was set alight at sunrise to form a protective cloud. It worked—and caused havoc on the roads, so heavy was the smokescreen. For a while, hay bales stacked beside vineyards in springtime became a common sight but the practice is now forbidden.


Once through the spring frosts there’s little relief before summer hailstorms threaten. It is difficult to describe their vicious intensity, the shock factor exacerbated by their rapid arrival and departure. They pummel and are gone, the sky-borne blitz wreaking destruction in minutes. Various measures such as protective netting are used to combat the threat, but the cost and questionable efficacy limit their employment. Curiously, the best defense remains passive and comes by way of extraordinary fragmentation in vineyard holdings. Most Côte d’Or domaines comprise a host of scattered plots, so the localized nature of the hailstorms means that severe damage in one is not repeated in all others. It’s scant consolation, but with survival balanced on a knife edge that can make a critical difference. Otherwise, the gods can be implored and fists shaken at the sky, measures that remain as ineffective today as before. Winemakers are largely helpless in the face of nature’s ire.


Depending on where it is cultivated, the vine presents many faces to the world, from shipshape to ragged. In patrician Bordeaux it is trained into endless rows that cross-stitch the land in mesmerizing patterns. The prices charged for the wines justify the cost of such attention; if they were people they would be neatly coiffed and clean shaven. At the other end of the spectrum come the bush vines, tousle-haired hippies of the vineyard that grow untrammeled by the wires and posts that guide their Bordeaux cousins to excellence. Grenache is often cultivated this way and the wines are flamboyantly flavored compared to Cabernet Sauvignon’s well-ordered flavors.
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