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 Introduction: What’s Wine?

 


First and in the most obvious sense, wine is
fermented fruit juice. Fermentation is the work of yeast, a tiny
and ubiquitous one-celled organism that eats sugar and gives off
alcohol, heat and carbon dioxide in the process.

In a sugary solution, yeast will continue
this useful work until the sugar is all used up or the alcohol
content of the solution reaches a point where the yeast becomes
inactive. For most wild yeasts, that point is at 4 or 5 percent
alcohol. A properly bred wine yeast, on the other hand, will
continue its useful labor until an alcohol level of at least 12
percent is reached.

It’s worth noting that one gram of sugar
“ferments out” to provide approximately half a gram of alcohol.
That means that if you measure the amount of sugar in the grape
juice, you know the amount of alcohol that you’ll have in your
wine. More importantly, if you know how much alcohol you want in
your wine, you can pick the grapes when they have developed the
right amount of sugar.

Almost any sugar will support fermentation,
and it seems that just about every possible sweet liquid has been
fermented from time to time. One amateur winemaker’s guide lists
recipes for the production of wines from almonds, apples, bananas,
barley, beetroot, birch sap, cloves, clover, eggplant, guava,
lemons, oak leaves, orange juice, parsley, parsnips, peapods,
squash, tea, tomatoes, wallflowers, yarrow, and yes, to complete
the alphabet, zinnias.

Unfortunate souls deprived of wine by virtue
of Prohibition, imprisonment, or military service have made tasty
wines from a mash of raisins, table sugar, and tea. In fact, with
the addition of the proper nutrients for the yeast (which can be
purchased at any winemakers’ supply), there’s a whole world of
fermentable possibilities out there. We could make wine from flat
coca-cola, pancake syrup, Hawaiian punch, or crushed and macerated
breakfast cereal. In fact, fermentation is so close to inevitable
that most of these products contain chemicals called
‘preservatives’ whose sole purpose is to make them inhospitable to
yeasts and therefore unfermentable.

We could make all these different wines, but
we don’t. With a few exceptions, such as cider made from apples,
perry from pears and mead from honey, we make wine from grapes and
grapes alone.

 


#

 


Wines made from mixtures of grapes and other
fruit used to be more common. It wasn’t until 1907 that France
enacted a law defining wine as a drink made from grapes and grape
juice only.

 


#

 


In fact, we restrict our winemaking to a
handful of varieties of grapes. Why? First of all, grapes are
marvelously convenient for the purpose. When they’re ripe, grapes
reach a concentration of sugar that is high enough to supply the
yeast with food enough to make 10 to 15 percent alcohol from their
juice. The native acid in grapes, tartaric acid, is a good weapon
against bacterial spoilage so grape wine will last longer than
wines made from any other fruit. Grape juice also makes a naturally
clear wine with no pectin from the fruit’s skin to cloud it. Grapes
can be grown in almost any temperate location and can be cultivated
to give staggering amounts of fruit per acre.

Grape vines have another advantage. They
have an incredible tendency to variability. (Wheat, that other
pillar of Mediterranean civilization, has the same tendency.) This
expresses itself in two ways. The first is that if cuttings of a
vine are taken and transplanted in several locations, each having
different growing conditions, each young vine will adapt itself and
its habits to the new environment. This “cloning” of vines accounts
for a great deal of the spread of wine varieties from one place to
another, and the change in form and habit explains why there is so
much confusion over whether one named variety is related to
another.

This kind of variability doesn’t involve
genetic change: it’s simply a matter of a different expression in
each environment of the vine’s genetic potential. But grapes also
have a remarkable tendency to develop spontaneous genetic
mutations, or bud sports. A vine that usually produces small
berries may all of a sudden produce a bud whose berries are huge.
The black-fruited Gamay vine sometimes produces branches with white
grapes. Seedless table grapes are also the result of such a bud
sport. This is true genetic change, and the resultant growth can
itself be cloned, producing a new variety.

We can only wonder what these sudden
appearances of strange new fruit from an established vine must have
seemed like to early cultivators. They must have thought the vine
and its wine to be god-like and benevolent. If they did, it is an
opinion that has been shared over the centuries by many vintners
and not a few writers.

Vines are generous, too. Even old vines
severely pruned to concentrate their juice will produce over a
thousand full-sized bottles per acre. Irrigation and lenient
pruning can multiply that figure 10-fold. That’s more than 800
cases of wine from an area as long as a football field and 121 feet
wide.

Most importantly, the fermented juice of
grapes is delicious. At its most common, it’s a fresh and fruity
drink that quenches the thirst and gladdens the heart. At its most
exalted, the basic flavors of the grape are transformed by
fermentation and aging into a symphony of aromas and tastes and
lingering associations. Wine has etched its way into human
consciousness because it has so much to offer the senses.
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The mapping of DNA will, no doubt, undo a
lot of the confusion about the ancestry of various grape varieties.
Recently it was established that the mysterious and elegant
Zinfandel is genetically identical to Primitivo from Apulia in
Italy and that both of them are descended from a common Croatian
ancestor.

 


The taste of wine

There are four main sources of flavor in
wine.

* The grape variety.

* The place where it is grown.

* The way in which it is grown

* The winemaking techniques used.

You could argue for any of these as the
primary source of wine’s flavor and could easily produce pairs of
wines that support your claim.

Grape varieties, like apple varieties, have
different flavors. These differences become accentuated when grape
juice (called “must” in the trade) ferments into wine and produces
or reveals its unique set of acids, esters, and other flavor
chemicals.

Vineyards have their own flavors, too. Apart
from obvious considerations like sun exposure and soil structure,
we know depressingly little about how this works. Current thinking
credits the mineral content of the soil with a huge rôle in
creating wine flavors and some vineyards have been excavated to put
the vines in closer contact with the bedrock. People who own the
vineyards that produce the best wines often make a great deal of
the unique contribution of their particular patch of ground, and,
considering the prices of the best vineyard land, we can hardly
blame them.

“Them” in this case is mostly the French,
who use the word “terroir” to express this influence. (tare-WAHR)
Many of these winegrowers consider their mission to be allowing
their wine to “express the nature of the terroir”. But even if we
can’t blame them, it’s hard sometimes to suppress a smile. Is this
terroir anything other than local pride? If it is, then how exactly
does the specific nature of the plot of soil influence the wine?
The question is still under investigation and it’s likely we’ll
know more about it in the next decade or so. Whatever the exact
nature of the relationship between what’s in the ground and what’s
in your glass, there’s no question that pride in one’s scarce
ground has sometimes led to a sense of complacency and careless
wine-making. Some observers think that the decline of French wines
in the world market is a consequence of terroir-worship. (For more
on this, see Appendix 3.)

The management of grape vines has been a
realm of extreme conservativism until recently. We want our
wine-growers to maximize flavor, but the growers themselves may
want to maximize the size of the harvest or the safety of the crop.
Peasant farmers were understandably reluctant to undertake
experiments that could threaten their crop when they have
traditions that are recognizably safe. Innovation has come from
gentlemen farmers, especially those outside the Old World wine
growing areas.

The first three sources of flavor are really
matters of farming.. It’s no accident that the stars in the world
of wine are called ‘winegrowers’.

Winemaking techniques expand, contract, or
radically alter the taste of wine. Some of these alterations — like
prolonged contact between the freshly crushed juice and the grape
skins or the choice of yeast — are in deliberate service to the
flavors they produce. Others, like filtration and pasteurization,
are driven by economic considerations and have secondary-and
sometimes unfortunate-flavor consequences.

In our era, there’s some controversy
about what’s legitimate wine making and what’s inappropriate
adulteration. **

 


The question of sulfites/sulfates

If you have read any good wine labels
lately, you may have noticed this cautionary note: “Warning!
Contains Sulfites.” Since the Food and Drug Administration began
requiring this label, there has been some concern and a lot of
questions. People wonder when “they” started adding sulfites to the
wine. They ask if the sulfites are like pesticides and wonder if
sulfites will hurt them.

The answers to those questions are: Since
Roman times, no and not likely. *Sulphur matches have been burned
inside wine casks for over two thousand years. The sulphur dioxide
gas that is produced prevents vinegar from forming in the wine
residue in the barrel and contaminating the next vintage. Today, a
solution of potassium metabisulfate serves the same purpose. This
chemical is also used to clean winemaking equipment, and small
amounts may be added to the freshly crushed grapes to kill off any
wild yeast that have grown on the grape skins or settled into the
juice. (Grape juice contains a small proportion of sulfates
naturally.) Sulfur is occasionally used on the surface of
grapes.

There are a few things you should know about
sulfites in wine.

* Sulfites don’t cause headaches. There is
something called Red Wine Headache, but nobody seems to know what
causes it. (It’s not an allergic reaction.) Some susceptible people
have experienced relief from Red Wine Headache by drinking less,
having food with their wine or taking an aspirin before
drinking.

* Homemade wines don’t have lower sulfate
levels. If you make wine from grape juice, that juice has been
given a healthy dose of sulfite to protect it on its way to you.
Even if you press your own grapes, you’ll probably use some sulfite
in sanitizing your equipment.

* European wines do not have lower sulfite
levels than American ones.

* There is no such thing as sulfite-free
wine: some sulfites are created by fermentation itself.

The warning label is attached to wine these
days only because some very few people, mostly asthmatics,
experience a bad reaction to sulfites. Their numbers are in fact so
small that it’s hard to find any actual subjects for medical
testing. If you think that you may be sensitive to sulfites you
should consider avoiding other food products besides wine. Most
wines have between 25 and 80 parts per million (ppm) of sulfite and
U.S. law allows no more than 350ppm: fresh salsa can contain an
astonishing 1500 ppm and pre-cut french fry potatoes as much as
1000ppm. Dried golden raisins and dried apricots can easily reach
2000ppm. Conscientious sulfite-avoiders should also be aware of
naturally-occurring sulfites in maple syrup, pectin, salmon, dried
cod, corn starch, lettuce, tomatoes, soy products, eggs, onions,
garlic, chives, leeks and asparagus. If you’ve been consuming these
sulfite monsters without ill effect, the chances of your having a
sulfite reaction to wine are pretty slim.

There are some wines made entirely without
sulfites. Wines labelled Organic must have no added sulfites. There
are a few of these around and some of them are very good, but they
are necessarily more fragile than conventional wines.

Wine-lovers of a paranoid frame of mind
sometimes speculate that the warning label may be simply a
reflection of latent Prohibitionism and a governmental desire to
scare folks away from demon Alcohol.

 


MN: A sample wine label from the
sulfite-consciousness era:

Randall Grahm’s Albarino:

 


Ingredients: Biodynamic® grapes and sulfur
dioxide.

Other ingredients used in winemaking:
indigenous

yeast, organic yeast nutrient and
bentonite.

At time of bottling, this product
contained:

65 ppm total SO2 and 20 ppm free SO2 MN

 


How do you learn about wine?

If the wine industry is huge — 33 billion
bottles a year worldwide — then the wine education industry isn’t
far behind. Almost every major newspaper in the country employs a
wine writer. There are magazines devoted entirely to wine, and
clubs, guilds, and societies that get together to celebrate it. A
recent trip to a bookstore revealed almost eight feet of shelf
space devoted to books about wine.

In fact, the subject itself is huge. Simply
keeping track of all the names can be daunting, and it sometimes
seems that wine lovers are speaking their own language and living
in their own world with its own cast of characters.

Maybe you should take a clue from the
anthropologists, those misfitty folks who leave their homeland and
learn a new language and become acquainted with a whole host of new
characters. What they do is throw themselves into the middle of
things and start everywhere at once. Participant observation, they
call it, and it’s a good idea.

Let’s start participating by making some
cider.

Apple cider is North America’s original
drink. You see, when those fun-loving Pilgrims first landed in
Massachusetts, they were shocked to find that the barley that they
needed for their customary beer would not grow in the harsh New
England winter. Sharing the European aversion to water, they
planted apple trees and crushed the fruit for juice. The juice
obligingly transformed itself into the mildly alcoholic cider, and
within a few years, cider consumption had reached gargantuan
proportions. Because people of all ages drank it, and it was served
all day — from breakfast on — there must have been a pleasant buzz
abroad in the land.

Buy a gallon of apple juice with no
preservatives. (The preservatives are there to keep the juice from
turning into cider). If you can’t find that, get a gallon jug and
put in two 12-ounce cans of apple juice concentrate and 96 ounces
of water. Of course, if you can find grape juice that’s been
untouched by yeast-killing chemicals, that’s good too.

You’ll also need a small package of yeast
and a balloon. If you can’t find wine yeast, some bread yeast from
the supermarket will do nicely. Remove the cap from the cider and
pour off about a cup of juice and taste it. Pay attention to the
complexity of the aroma and the sweetness of the juice. In removing
some juice, you’ve also made room for the bubbling and foaming of
fermentation. Open one of the yeast packages — the bready ones are
sold by the threes — and add it to the jug. Now take the balloon
and stretch it over the mouth of the jug and set the whole thing in
a cool spot.

In a day or so, you’ll see bubbles rising
and the balloon expanding. Good. That’s from the carbon dioxide gas
created by fermentation. If it looks like the balloon is about to
pop, ease it off, let the gas escape, and replace it. You may have
to do this several times. In a few days, the bubbles will slow
down.

Move the jug to a cold place — a
refrigerator or back porch. In another day, the fermentation will
stop and the last little bit of gas will be dissolved in the cider.
You can remove the balloon and start pouring your cider.

Of course, there are variations and
upgrades. You can add sugar to the juice or pour off another 12
ounces and add cranberry juice concentrate or honey. You can add a
teabag to give some astringency and the juice of a lemon for a
little bite. Some people throw in a handful of raisins and get a
more winey cider.

What do you notice about the taste? Does it
resemble the glass of juice that you drank before you added the
yeast? Chances are that you can detect a resemblance, mostly in the
bouquet. The yeast has probably added something that smells like a
bakery, but underneath that (if you used fresh juice), there’s the
fresh-crushed apple aroma. You may notice some other smells, too:
the sharpness of alcohol, a hint of spiciness and maybe even a bit
of the sharpness of vinegar.

Now taste. Do you remember how sweet the
juice was when you began? The sugar is all, or mostly, gone, and
the sweetness, of course, has disappeared with it. The sugar made
the juice almost syrupy, so you won’t be surprised to note that
this new cider feels thinner, more watery. In wine talk, we call
this sensation of thickness “body”. The juice had a “full” body
because of the sugar dissolved in it: the cider has a “lighter”
one.

Pay attention to the taste that stays in
your mouth after you swallow; it’s called the finish. Does it
resemble the taste that you noticed when you first put the wine in
your mouth? Is it a long finish — one that lingers — or a short one
that disappears in a few seconds?

You have just become a winemaker. More
importantly, you have done a bit of careful tasting, and learning
how to taste is one of your most reliable avenues into the world of
wine.

Of course, you probably have an intuition
that there’s a great deal more to it than this. If you have ever
stood in a wine shop with your eyes glazed over at the sight of
8,000 labels or stared hopelessly at a wine list, you know that
there are a lot of names and words and that they don’t arise from a
jug of juice and a balloon.

In fact, you can learn about wine in much
the same way that you learned your native language, or the way
anthropologists learn a new culture: you start in the middle, any
middle at all. You master what’s in front of you and then you move
on to something else. Don’t worry, lawyers learn the law this way
and have much less fun in the process than you will.

If you want to conduct your own parallel
course in wine while you take this one, try this. Pick one
particular kind of wine, California old-vines Zinfandel, for
instance, or Rioja or Napa Valley Chardonnay and start tasting. Try
to always have at least two different wines in glasses in front of
you. Recruit your friends.(It’s remarkably easy to get people
together for this kind of homework.) Notice the small differences
between one winemaker’s version and another. Read up on your
specialty, ask advice, use the Internet. In a month or two, you
will know as much about your new friend as most experienced
wine-tasters do. Then move on.

Remember that the cast of characters changes
slightly every year. The names remain the same, but each new
harvest or vintage has its own characteristics. That means that we
all start out even every year so in a sense, you can be on an equal
footing with the masters. And just when you start to get smug,
everything changes and you have to start again.

You can also find wine tastings to attend,
many of them decidedly informal and not at all intimidating. A lot
of wine tastings these days remind you of the county fair. For a
fee that can range from ten to a hundred dollars, you get a glass
and enter the midway, where a few dozen wine distributors stand in
their booths barking at the crowd of liquor store owners, writers,
collectors, and enthusiastic amateurs. On the tables in front of
the vendors are bottles of wine and pre-printed sheaves of tasting
notes (in case you want someone else to tell you what you
tasted).

Everybody’s willing to pour you a glass, and
everybody wants to talk. Like the county fair, it’s fun. There’s
the energy of people primed to sell, there’s the excitement of
people out to taste 10 or 15 wines, and of course, there’s all that
wine.

The only problem is that you can’t really
taste the wine. Imagine going to a concert that consisted of 20
bands all playing simultaneously. What could you hear? You might,
in desperation, pick out an oboe here and a pedal steel there, but
you certainly wouldn’t be hearing music the way it was intended to
be heard.

There are other ways. Some few restaurants
will make for you what they call a degustation dinner. Each course
is designed to go with a particular wine. Slowly, slowly, wine and
food, each wine the way it was intended to be presented.

It may sound confusing and frustrating to
learn about wine, but among the many people I know who endure all
this frustration, I hear very few complaints.

 


GLOSSARY:

 


Clone When wine people talk about a
clone, they’re usually referring to a population of plants that
have all been cloned from a single individual. These clones are
selected by growers for their ability to make better wine in a
particular vineyard.
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 Chapter 1 —

Why Study Wine?

 


When you finish this chapter, you will:

* Have the beginning of an idea of how wine
and civilization are related

* Understand something of the role of wine
in a cultured life

* Be able to justify wine as a legitimate
field of study

* Understand the relationship between wine
and religion

 


Does your mother know?

When you decided to take a college course
called “Wine and Beer,” did you tell your parents? If you did, how
did they handle it? They may have been thinking that you had
studied enough wine and beer already in college, or maybe they were
hoping that you would invest those three credits in something like
history, science, or business.

If you own up to taking the course and
you’re questioned about it closely, you can claim that in learning
about wine, you’re studying history, anthropology, science, and
business all at once. You can also claim to be dipping in to
sociology, religion, marketing, and international relations and,
assuming you’re on a roll now, you can point out that there’s even
a little bit of finishing school thrown in.

To bolster your argument and confirm your
sense of legitimacy, let’s consider two aspects of the study of
wine:

* wine as a thing in itself — a physical and
cultural object in the world

* wine as a subject for an ongoing personal
encounter

 


Wine as a thing

If you never in life tasted a mouthful of
wine, you might still want to know about it in order to understand
something about Western Civilization.

For instance, from before biblical times
until the 17th century, most adults in the western world drank some
alcoholic beverage from the moment they woke up until they went to
sleep. Life spans were short and society patriarchal, so most of
the business of the world was done by young men. Does the fact that
medieval Europe, for instance, was run mostly by adolescent males
who were at least lightly poached in alcohol suggest anything about
world history to you? Does it help you understand the Crusades? The
Hundred Years War? Soccer riots?

What did wine mean in the ancient world?
It’s only a slight exaggeration to say that wine, along with beer,
made civilized life possible. Consider the development of farming
and food production. When people first became dependent on
cultivation for food, a chain of events was set in motion. Larger
concentrations of increasingly sedentary people developed new
institutions to govern and protect themselves. Because a farmer,
unlike a hunter, produced more food than he and his family
consumed, some of his fellows were freed from food-producing to
pursue other specialties. The good pot-maker became the potter, and
the inept but robust farmer became the watchman who guarded the
fields. Religious (priests) and political specialists (kings)
developed, too. Blind and lame children could be supported, rather
than abandoned, and intellectual and artistic roles became
available to play just as there were people to play them.

Kings and priests led to taxes and records,
which in turn led to writing and mathematics and of course to
scribes and accountants and calendars and social hierarchies. The
earliest evidence we have of written records are documents
involving grain transactions.

To be sure, there were some disadvantages as
well. Farming represented a peculiar case of putting all one’s
nutritional eggs in one basket. A group that depended on the
usually reliable grain crop could be devastated by a single year’s
crop failure. Furthermore, grain, while nutritious, is hardly a
complete food. Unlike the protein in meat, grain lacks certain
amino acids that we humans must have and cannot make in our own
bodies.

Before the dependence on cultivated grain
could be complete, three more innovations were required. One was
the cultivation of a legume, a bean whose protein complemented that
in the grain. The second was the domestication of animals and the
abandonment of hunting. Hunting and farming are not entirely
compatible activities, and the increasingly complex social
organization of farmers made the centrifugal activity of hunters
less desirable. At the same time, a grain diet needed
supplementaiton with animal protein which led to a rapid
domestication of appropriate species.

The third part of this grand transition was
keeping this new, stay-at-home population from poisoning its water
supply with its own waste products. Human waste leaches into the
ground water, and latrines contaminate wells with enteric bacteria.
A sick individual infects the rest of the group by dosing their
water with pathogens in his feces and urine. A concentrated
population becomes vulnerable to epidemic.

The brewing of beer accelerated the last two
changes. Water mashing of beer takes place at sterilizing
temperatures; the beer supply can be safe even when the water it is
made from is not. Furthermore, the pleasant intoxication and
elation that beer provided may have been more of an incentive to
settle down than the dull steadiness of bread. It should be no
surprise that ex-hunters like a beer or two.

Wine, when diluted in water to the strength
of beer, would have served a similar function. Grapes and wine are
part of all the early Indo-European civilizations. Even in
Mesopotamia, whose flood plain isn’t suitable for vineyards, wine
was imported from the foothills of the Zagros and Taurus Mountains.
The trade may be 6,000 years old.

The Ancient Hebrews, escaping from Egypt
about 3,300 years ago, left a country with a well-developed system
of vintages and named vineyards. Winemaking was at least 2,500
years old at the time of the Exodus. They made their way to a land
where wine had been established for even longer. It is not a
historical accident that then, as now, no Jewish sacrament is
concluded without wine.

The Hebrew love of wine extended to the
vineyards themselves, which may have been pleasure gardens, as well
as mere plantations.

 


Come, my beloved

Let us go into the open:

. . .

Let us go up early to the vineyards:

Let us see if the vine has flowered,

If its blossoms have opened. . .

There I will give my love to you.

At our doors are all the choice fruits:

Both (the) freshly picked and long stored

(that) I have kept, my beloved, for you.

— The Song of Songs VII, 11 ff.

 


By Homer’s time, wine was one of the main
agricultural products of Greece as well as its economic mainstay.
The shield of the hero Achilles depicts a vineyard with the harvest
in progress. Greek drama, which constitutes an important source of
our literary traditions developed as part of a celebration of
Dionysus, the Wine God. This Dionysus is not, like the other Greek
immortals, a testy post-adolescent with some issues to work out. He
is a deity with ambitions.

 


Behold, God’s son is come into this land

Of Thebes, even I Dionysus, whom the
brand

Of Heaven’s hot splendour lit to life, when
she

Who bore me, . . . . died here

And now I come to Hellas, having taught

All the world else my dances and my rite

Of mysteries, to show me in men’s sight

Manifest God.

— Euripides, The Bacchae

 


The title of this play is derived from
Bakkhos, another Greek name for the Wine God. This name is the
source of his Latin name; Bacchus. A party or parties in his honor
were called Bacchanalia.

By 546 BCE, the cult of the wine god had
become official in Athens. Dionysus, by the way, was the son of a
god and a mortal woman. He is killed and rises from the dead...his
followers drink his blood in the form of wine and are given a
glimpse of paradise and reunion with him. Does any of this sound at
all familiar?

Jesus of Nazareth identifies himself with
the vine. The author of John 15:5 has him saying “I am the vine,
and you are the branches.” The religion that grew up in the
centuries after his death is replete with vinous symbolism — most
of it borrowed from earlier wine-loving sources.

Can you understand Western Civilization
without a grasp of Christianity? Not hardly. Even less is the
poetry and symbolism of that religion even vaguely comprehensible
without an understanding of wine and its role in the world from
which the early Christians came.

Wine did not merely ensure the public
health: it was also a vital part of the pharmacy that physicians
used to treat disease. Wine was also used, in conjunction with
honey, as an antiseptic in the treatment of wounds and as a
medicine in itself. Hippocrates, the father of medicine in the
West, prescribed it 2,500 years ago for fevers and as a diuretic
and restorative.

The connection of wine and beer with health
remains strong today. Drinking water is still not universally safe.
(With a few exceptions, potable municipal water supplies did
not appear until the 17th century. It was also that century that
saw the introduction of the stimulant alternatives to alcohol:
coffee, tea, and chocolate.) More importantly, many people connect
the moderate consumption of wine and beer with a healthy and
civilized life. There is significant evidence that they are
right.

And finally, to the dismay of Puritans
everywhere, there has emerged a huge body of information suggesting
that people who drink wine in moderate amounts may be healthier
than those who do not drink at all.

 


Wine as a subject for an ongoing personal
encounter

Some people like to justify their pleasures:
Those hours of playing video games are really devoted to developing
hand-eye coordination. Golf is good exercise. An hour at the pocket
billiards table refines your judgment and cleanses your soul.
Shopping for shoes? Well, what better outlet for the creative
impulse? And so on.

The simple fact is that pleasure is good for
you: it’s a vitamin for the soul. Refined pleasures are better
still: they engage your brain and tend, on the whole, to become
more delightful as the years go on. What is claimed for virtue is
more truly said of pleasures: they are their own reward.

 


#

 


“You were made for enjoyment.”—John
Ruskin

 


#

 


But maybe you haven’t conquered the
utilitarian instinct yet. Perhaps you need reasons to fall in love
with wine or at least some justifications for having already done
so. Here are a few:

 


* It’s good for you. As discussed above,
there is some evidence that people who drink moderate amounts of
wine tend to be healthier than people who don’t. For details look
for information on the so-called French Paradox. Don’t drink too
much, but for Heaven’s sake, don’t drink too little either.

 


* It focuses your awareness. Awareness, some
folks say, is the very definition of quality in human life. A
minute or two spent focused entirely on the aroma and taste in
front of you is a dose of pure awareness, a little bit of yoga with
12 percent alcohol thrown in as a bonus.

 


* It gives you the opportunity to practice
candor and trust yourself. You may examine your reactions to a wine
in the privacy of your own mouth. You and you alone are the only
one who knows what you tasted: you are the expert on yourself. Your
tastes will change and your ability will sharpen, but a glass of
wine is a reminder that you are the world’s foremost authority on
yourself.

 


* It’s relaxing and stimulating at the same
time. In moderate amounts, wine relaxes the body, stimulates the
appetite, and sharpens the senses.

 


* You’ll fall in with good companions. Aside
from a handful of wine bores, wine seems to attract people who
value the moment and enjoy life. Forgive me for saying this, but
people who like wine tend to be more interesting companions than
people who don’t.

 


Discussion questions

* What would you say to someone who claimed
you couldn’t be a good Christian and wine lover?

* Isn’t taking a course in wine just an
excuse to get high?

* Why were people so enthusiastic about
Dionysus/Bacchus 2,000 years ago? How do you think he would do
now?

* What can you learn from the study of wine
besides a bunch of stuff about wine?

* Is wine bad for your health? What
resources would you consult to get an answer?

 


* * * * *

 


 Chapter 2 —

How to Taste: Clearing the Way

 


When you finish this chapter, you will:

* Have an understanding of the difference
between tasting and drinking

* Understand the meaning of what you see in
a wine

* Know how to get the greatest aroma out of
the wine in your glass

* Understand the factors that make for a
wine’s structure and mouth feel

* Have a useful vocabulary to describe what
you taste

* Have an inkling of the difference between
great wines and ordinary ones

* Begin to suspect that there is some
connection between wine and the rest of life

 


Taste

Do you remember being a kid and having to
take an unpleasant medicine? You probably had a few techniques to
shut out the taste like holding your nose and gulping the stuff
down as quickly as you could. Your mother may have chilled the
medicine to make its vile aromas less volatile and therefore less
apparent. She may have even followed the dose with a sweet drink or
a cookie. Maybe you learned to distract yourself at the awful
moment so your attention wouldn’t have to be on the horrible
taste.

Wine tasting strategies are the precise
opposites of these. You will approach the process slowly, focus
your attention on the aromas, linger over the flavor. You will look
for food that complements the flavor. You will hold the wine in
your mouth for a few extra seconds.

You want to do everything to extract the
greatest experience of flavor from the wine, so don’t be in a rush
to decide whether you “like” the wine or not. Suspend judgment for
as long as you can. The minute you decide that you “like” the wine
(or not) you stop noticing the wine and start paying attention to
your judgment. Your evaluation gets in the way of your perception,
and tasting is a game of sharpening perception.

Tasting is a lot more fun if you eliminate
distractions and concentrate on the wine. You might want to banish
competing aromas: no perfumes, colognes, or fruity shampoos in the
air. It’s also a good idea to turn the volume down on other stimuli
as well. Imagine an afternoon in the shade on a deserted beach.
Don’t talk if you don’t have to and keep other sounds down to a
minimum.

 


See

Look at the wine in your glass. Are there
sheets of liquid forming a few inches up the side of the glass and
falling gently back down to the surface of the wine? Those are
called “legs” or “tears.” They occur because the alcohol
evaporates from the surface of the wine, and the remaining water
molecules, by virtue of a mutual attraction called surface tension,
rise up to escape the alcohol solution below. If the side of the
glass is clean, the water molecules-in search of their own
company-climb up the side until gravity overtakes them and they
cascade back down. It’s a pleasant little sight, but it means
nothing about the wine except that it has alcohol and is in a clean
glass.

Be sure to notice the color of the wine,
too. Hold your glass up to the light and inspect the thin line of
liquid where the wine meets the side of the glass. A purplish red
suggests a young, raw wine; anything with a hint of orange is
older, maybe over aged. White wines with a blush of orange may have
some sweetness to them. A greenish tinge suggests a young, fresh
flavor. Pomegranate red signals one grape variety; cherry and
raspberry shades are signs of others.

With the glass held against a white
background, try to probe the deepest color

the wine has to offer. This is a moment for
poetry. What do you see? Rubies? Garnets? Amber? If you don’t care
for jewelry, there are other, sillier metaphors: sometimes the
color of a wine is called its “robe,” and a richly colored
wine can be said to be “well- dressed.” One of the best things
about attending to the color is that it slows you down and adds the
spice of anticipation to your cup. Some thoughtful wine drinkers
have extended this attitude to other areas of their lives and swear
they have profited from it.

Your visual inspection may reveal some small
crystals on the cork or the bottom of the bottle. The sediment just
means that the winemaker decided not to use a filter to make a
prettier wine and instead chose to make a more natural and
flavorful one. The crystals are winestone potassium
bitartrate, a natural product of the tartaric acid in the grapes.
They precipitated out of the wine when the wine was chilled. The
crystals and the sediment are completely harmless.

 


Swirl

Swirl the wine in the glass to increase
evaporation and release the bouquet.

Your sense of smell is, after all, excited
only by airborne molecules that escape from the wine. It just takes
a few escapees to do the job (some aromas can be detected at
concentrations of as little as one part per trillion). When you
swirl, you coat the inside of the glass with a layer of wine, and
that layer releases aroma into the air as much as the wine in the
bottom of the glass.

If the wine is over-chilled, holding the
bowl of the glass in your hand or pouring it carefully into another
glass can help make the aroma more available.

 


Sniff

Your sense of smell is a faculty located on
a small patch of skin called the olfactory epithelium, which
is located inside your skull behind your nose and at the same level
as your eyes. The patch contains some 5 million receptor cells-
about the same number as can be claimed by a mouse. In normal
breathing, only 5 to 10 percent of inhaled air reaches this sensory
receptor. You can increase the amount of stimulation at the
epithelium by a factor of 10 simply by using your nose to take
sharp, deep sniffs before you drink. Loud nasal honkings that would
be inappropriate at the dinner table are in order at a wine
tasting. You’ll notice that if you sniff a second time, your
impression is diminished, a third attempt and you notice even less
— the nose fatigues quickly. Don’t decide if you like the aromas:
just try to notice and name them.

If you notice aromas — the proper wine word
is “bouquet” — but can’t quite place them, look at the New
Taster’s Checklist at the end of this chapter for some hints.

 


#

 


The Nobel Prize in Medicine in 2004 was
awarded for the discovery of how the sense of smell really works.
It seems that the olfactory patch contains about 400 different
kinds of receptors, each one specific for a different molecule.
These receptors pass messages along to sites in the brain called
glomeruli, each one of which receives messages from only one type
of receptor. All of the estimated 10,000 odors that we can smell
are based on combinations of these receptors and pathways.

 




#

 


Sip

Swish the wine around in your mouth to get
the maximum contact between it and your tongue and also to increase
your sense of the bouquet. Keep the wine moving: taste buds
get fatigued, too. You may enjoy noticing that different sensations
are detected in different parts of your mouth and tongue. Remember
to notice as much as you can without deciding if you “like” the
wine or not.

This is the time to notice how the wine
feels in your mouth. Do you get the astringent, drying sensation of
tannin? The sharpness of acid? Perhaps the spritzy
sensation of a bit of dissolved carbon dioxide reminds you a bit of
soda. Notice how thick or thin the wine seems to feel. This
sensation is called “body.” Thin-bodied wines feel like
water or skim milk in the mouth; big bodied wines are more like
cream.

 


#

 


Tannin is actually a family of natural
substances; some of them almost violently astringent, others softer
and more flavorful. The harsh ones eventually soften through aging,
but consumers are less patient with wines these days. Winemakers
are trying to balance the extraction of tannins
to favor the softer ones.

The technique goes like this: The grapes are
crushed and cold-soaked-that is the tannin bearing skins sit in
chilled, unfermented grape juice. Color and soft, water-soluble
tannins are extracted. Then the refrigeration is shut off,
fermentation begins and the temperature rises. The alcohol in the
warmer wine extracts some of the firmer tannins that give the wine
structure. Careful winemaking in these circumstances consists of
balancing these two extractions. Too much cold extraction and
you’ve got a juice-bomb. Too much warm, alcohol extraction and
you’re turning the inside of people’s mouths into shoe leather.

 


#

 


Tannin and acid are so strongly
characteristic of red and white wine, respectively, that even an
experienced blindfolded taster may not be able to tell white from
red if these characteristics are deliberately downplayed.

With your mouth full, part your lips a
little and draw some air over the wine. Gurgling sounds are
permitted. You’ll smell it a second time as the air brings the
bouquet around to your “back smell.”

What’s happening here is that airborne
molecules reach your olfactory patch through passages in the nose,
but they also get there through the mouth and rear nasal passages.
Since it is stimulated with the wine in the mouth, the “back smell”
can be more powerful and evocative and more like a true experience
of flavor.

 


Swallow or spit

There’s a part of the sensation of wine that
you can only experience by swallowing, but sometimes there’s more
wine to be tasted than can be comfortably or sanely drunk. At any
tasting where there are more than four or five wines, you will find
spittoons or spit cups.

Discreet spitting is a wine taster’s skill,
which in itself is worth a little practice. You really don’t want
to blow a spray of Barolo on yourself or your fellow taster. Pull
your cheeks in like a trumpet player, curl your tongue into a
groove, and blow the wine out under light pressure.

Pay attention to the aftertaste, or
finish. Does it seem like a natural extension of the flavor?
Does it last for a long time?

 


#

 


Some wines, by virtue of their acidity or
astringency leave your mouth watering slightly. Our mouths are
designed to water when they’re hungry and conversely, the act of
salivating makes us hungry and reminds us of food. Other wines
leave you feeling full.

The first class, the appetite-makers can be
considered Old-World in style. The second group, the ones that
don’t make you hunger for food, can be thought of as New World.

In fact, there are plenty of New World-style
wines being made in Europe and some few Old World wines made in the
Americas and Australia-New Zealand, but the distinction between
wine-for-food and wine-by-itself is still a good one.

 


#

 


Along with the dominant flavor of the grape
variety, there will be other, lesser flavors in most wine-flavors
created by the chemical reactions between the alcohol produced
during fermentation and the native acids and phenols in the fruit.
These secondary flavors are usually just suggestions, evocations of
other tastes. Try to notice a flavor that reminds you of something
else.

 


Aftertaste and afterthoughts

All of this notwithstanding, the most
important rule of wine tasting remains:

Avoid premature evaluation! Linger on the
process, not on the desperate rush of relief that comes from
“making up your mind.” Take deep breaths, concentrate on the
flavors, savor the mystery over its solution. If tasting were a
competitive sport, the last person to pass judgment wins.

For what it’s worth, this attitude, this
sense of I-haven’t-decided-yet is another example of an attitude
that you might want to adopt from wine tasting and transfer to
other areas of life.

If there were a second rule, it might be to
listen to other people’s evaluations, but listen to them
cautiously. There is a minimum level at which any one of us can
detect a particular taste or aroma. This minimum, called a
“threshold,” varies for each person and for each substance. Since
there are, by some estimates, 250 different odors possible in wine,
and since thresholds can vary on the order of 10,000 to one, it
follows that no two people tasting the same wine are likely to have
the same experience. So ignore, for the moment, the folks around
you. The thing that matters is your own experience.

 


The question of quality

What drives vineyard owners and winemakers
to produce quality wines? In essence, great wines arise from the
demands of a particular market. Port, sweet Sherry, Champagne, and
Bordeaux have all been developed and refined in response to a
particular consumer. On a much less sublime level, white and pink
Zinfandel, Thunderbird, Mateus, and Lambrusco were developed with a
particular consumer in mind.

 


Prejudice and tasting blind

Most of us don’t really trust our sense of
taste in the same way we trust our vision or hearing. “I saw it
with my own eyes” and “Seeing is believing” have no equivalent in
the world of taste. Because we are less sure, we are more easily
swayed. If we know our wines, we may be influenced by a
vintner or vineyard name. If we are less knowledgeable, the
price alone can skew our judgment. Affections, national prejudices,
and commercial self-interest all can introduce bias.

Researchers in California Institute of
Technology and Stanford University decided to take one measure of
the effect of knowing the price of a wine on the perception of its
quality. They gave subjects samples of wine and told them that they
were different wines at different prices. They measured the
subjects’ brain reaction to the wines using a functional MRI that
focussed on pleasure centers. They not only found that more
expensive wines were experienced as more delicious, they even
proposed a neurological mechanism that would explain the
preference.

So, to minimize prejudice, we sometimes
taste “blind,” or without knowing the identity of the wine. This
sounds very scientific and therefore commendable, but blind tasting
is not absolute. In fact, nothing exists without some context. If
the purpose of the tasting is to compare wines, it helps to know a
little something like price and age or region so we know what
criteria to use. (You wouldn’t judge the terriers against standards
meant for greyhounds, would you?) When we do comparative tasting,
usually the tasters know something about the wine just to avoid
judging it as something that it’s not.

The best thing about tasting with others is
that sometimes someone else can give you a word or a comparison
that helps you identify and remember a particular smell or taste.
Descriptive words help because they give us something concrete on
which to pin a particular sensation. At the end of this chapter is
a New Taster’s Checklist. Take a copy with you when you taste and
see if any of the sensations on the list are in the wine.

 


Putting it all together

Tasting isn’t just a matter of taking a wine
apart and trying to see how many separate taste points you can
discover. You pay attention to individual tastes because all
together, they make up the impression of the wine. The situation is
not unlike that of the careful listener at an orchestral concert.
Attending to separate instruments, the concert-goer nonetheless is
experiencing the total harmony of all the sounds, and that, after
all, is what the composer had in mind.

So at the end, after the last taste has
reverberated its way off your tongue, you’re going to try to grasp
the big picture, to “understand” the wine. It may be helpful to
think of wine’s harmony in three dimensions:

 


* Begin with the structure of the wine: its
sweetness, astringency, alcohol, acidity, and texture in the
mouth. This is an easy place to start because these characteristics
are easy to notice.

In the case of red wines, structural harmony
comes from a balance between the soft sensations of alcohol and
sugar and the hard sensations of tannin and acid. If you can
distinguish at least those four sensations, you’ll be more
sensitive to a harmonious wine and more understanding of wines that
are out of balance. A young, fresh red wine can be balanced and
have a preponderance of acid over tannin. An older wine may balance
its alcohol and sweetness with strong tannins and just a little
acid.

 


#

 


In spite of what your dictionary might say,
alcohol is not tasteless, nor is it merely ‘pungent’. A one-ounce
shot of 80 proof vodka diluted in five or six ounces of water has
an unmistakable sweetish taste. That sweetness comes through in
wine as a counter balance to acidity.

 


#

 


White wines are simpler. Their tension seems
to be between acid on one side of the equation and alcohol and
sugar on the other. In the case of genuinely dry wines —
ones with no sugar left over after fermentation — alcohol alone
accounts for the soft sensations. Wines with too little alcohol
seem watery, sour, and lacking in flavor while too much can make a
wine seem hot and fumy.

Taken all together, the elements of
structure in a harmonious wine can make a small, subtle impression
or a big, powerful one.

 


* What families of flavors do you notice?
Does the wine mostly remind you of fruit? Of flowers? Perhaps you
notice spicy, herbal or earthy and mineral components. Does the
front of your tongue detect any sweetness?

 


It’s easy to get confused about the nature
of sweetness in wine. Certain fruity and spicy flavors-vanilla or
strawberries for instance-remind us of sweetness even in the
absence of sugar. Real sweetness is detected on the very front of
the tongue.

 


* A wine’s structure should complement its
flavor and bouquet. We want a big-boned wine to have a penetrating
bouquet and a blockbuster flavor, and we want subtle aromas and
tastes to go along with a delicate mouth feel. We sense
instinctively when one of these three properties is out of
proportion.

 


“In weak vintage years, good vineyard wines
are weak in structure.” — John Komes, Proprietor, Flora Springs
Winery

 


Does the wine smell like it tastes? Flavor
and bouquet should be similar, both in intensity and character. The
wine should seem like a well-balanced whole.

 


* Finally, consider your whole impression of
the wine from first look and sniff all the way through to the
finish. Imagine it like a story or a symphony with a beginning,
middle, and end. Some wines may leave you with a short, peculiar
little finish or be all nose, no taste. The best wines tell a good
story all the way through.

 


Think of the wine as a cylinder going
through your palate from first sniff to finish. You want the wine
to be the same size all the way through.

 


Vocabulary

You need words to describe all of this. The
words are necessary because we can’t conjure up images of smells or
tastes without them. It’s a lot like learning to appreciate any
profound sensory or artistic experience: we stumble around trying
to name what we experience only to find that the names actually
help us experience more.

Understandable as the impulse to make up a
vocabulary is, wine talk is still inherently weird. We don’t have a
lot of words to describe tastes apart from words that give examples
of similar tastes. So:

“It tastes like strawberries.”

“Oh? What do strawberries taste like?”

“Sort of like this.”

This is perfectly circular and takes us
nowhere fast, so people reach. If they don’t have words for taste,
maybe they can borrow another set of words, and the next thing you
know, a wine is being described as “amusing in its impudence but
clearly unfocused” or something almost as silly.

But people want to talk about wine, and one
curious phenomenon helps them do it. The taste of wine creates for
some of us a visual and physical impression. It’s easy to say that
a wine is “heavy” or “light” and most people will know what you
mean. We also seem to understand intuitively the difference between
a “big” wine and a “little” one.

A wine in balance suggests roundness, and
you hear that word used a lot. You may have already tasted a wine
that you found “flat.” Or perhaps there wasn’t much wine in your
wine and you found it “thin,” “stingy,” or “empty.” A bit more
alcohol and fruit extract and you find yourself saying things like
“fat” or “full” or even “generous.” Tannin and acid make a wine
“muscular” or “hard.” Their lack and the presence of sugar and
alcohol make a wine “supple” or “soft” or even “smooth.” Too low a
level of acidity and the wine is “flabby.”

Now it’s easy to see how this vocabulary of
structure could, in the hands of a playful person, get extended a
bit. Let your imagination run and try to imagine the wines that
might be described as follows:

“like a Rubens nude”

“frivolous”

“a mean little son-of-a-bitch”

“vivacious”

 


The moral of the story

Remember that this is a serious business but
not a solemn one; you’re allowed to have fun. Wine should be a gift
to the spirit and not a burden on it.

My experience tells me that tasting is
mostly a matter of paying attention and practicing. You can
practice paying attention any time you are aware of aromas. My
experience also suggests that time spent sharpening your awareness
of flavors — in wine or anything else — is time that’s invested in
heightening your awareness of the rest of the world and is time
very well-spent indeed.

At the end of all your tasting, you’ll
probably want to say something about what you experienced. You’ll
want that to be a genuine reflection of you and you alone. Now
quick, try to think of any other areas in life where you’re
allowed, much less encouraged, to experience something and tell the
truth.

“Don’t you love Aunt Minnie’s new hat?”

“She has a natural feel for the violin,
doesn’t she?”

“Isn’t Mom the best cook?”

“God, that was great. Was it good for you,
too?”

 


Using the New Taster’s Checklist

The New Taster’s Checklist is an inventory
of bouquet and flavor. To use it, first describe the mouth feel.
Use the line to rate the body along a continuum from thick to thin.
Ask yourself if the wine is astringent or spritzy. See if you
notice any of the flavors that are in boldface type on the sheet.
Make a check after that flavor. Then see if you can refine your
observation. If you “get” a fruity taste, for instance, see if you
can decide what kind of fruit. When you’re done, you’ll have a
flavor profile for that wine.

You’ll notice that there’s no place on the
checklist for a score. You may have seen scores or wine ratings
touted on the shelf tags in liquor stores. These ratings come from
the pages of magazines like the Wine Spectator and Wine
and Spirits. Thousands of wines are tasted, described, and
rated, usually on a 100-point scale. It sounds like a perfect
solution, but in fact, it’s only a start. First, you have to
remember that these are consensus ratings, averages that will
downgrade an eccentric wine that might be perfect for you.

 


#

 


For an up-to-date selection of the best
wines costing less than $US 20, check the blog at http://shortcourseinwine.blogspot.com.

 


#

 


Second, not all of these tastings are blind,
or even particularly nearsighted, and sometimes a reputation can
influence judgments. Can you taste the wine that came from a
factory packed in a one-gallon jug without having a predisposition
to praise it or downgrade it? Good for you if you can, but most of
us are made of weaker stuff.

Third, it’s possible that the other tasters
don’t value the same things that you do. Some people are more taken
with delicate floral aromas; others are only moved by an opulent
mouth feel coupled with a big flavor. Genuinely mature tasters try
to move beyond their own predispositions to consider questions of
balance (see above).

 


New Taster’s Checklist

Body:

Thick __

Thin __

Astringent __

Spritzy __

Fruits:

Grape __

Cherry __

Citrus __

Plum __

Apple __

Berry __

Strawberry __

Melon __

Tropical __

Peach __

Dried Fruit:

Raisin __

Prune __

Fig __

Nutty:

Almond __

Other __

Floral:

Honey __

Rose __

Spice:

Vanilla __

Black Pepper __

Liquorice __

Earthy:

Mushroom __

Forest Soils __

Leather __

Meaty __

Coffee Grounds __

Woody:

Oak __

Cedar __

Toast __

Fireplace __

Stinky:

Moldy __

Chemical __

Cabbage __

Cat Box __

Sulfur __

Other:

Buttery __

Coffee __

Caramel __

Green Pepper __

Grassy __

Jammy __

Sweet __

Sour __

WINE NAME: ____

VINTAGE?

YES __

NO __

 


Finally, there are issues of quality. Much
as we try to prolong the process, eventually we need to make sense
of things, give them names, attach qualities, and ascribe virtues.
So tasting in the end becomes an act of judgment.

What should you consider when you finally
and with great reluctance have to make a judgment about the quality
of a wine you have tasted? In the end, there are two kinds of
judgment involved in wine tasting. One is personal and ephemeral;
the other is glacial and institutional.

 


Your own reactions.

You start out in life tasting for the pure
joy of it. This taste makes you happy, that taste doesn’t. Then
perhaps you learn to like the taste of what your friends and family
like. If you’re lucky, sometime after that you begin to pay
attention in this methodical way. The reason that paying attention
in a methodical way is lucky is that if you do it long enough, you
may end up just like you started: tasting for the pure joy of it.
So the silly, easy but very difficult judgment is this: did it
bring you joy?

Ultimately, as you taste, you will develop
your own system. As a wine writer, you may tend to go on and on
with your criticism in order to entertain your readers and fill all
that space. As a wine buyer, I advocate a two-point system. Since
what matters to me is if I’m willing to buy some particular wine at
some particular price, I mark my tasting notes with a final “yes”
or “no.” If I find myself suddenly unemployed, I’ll probably become
much more lenient with my yeses. If Disney decides to make a movie
out of this text, I’ll be a lot more critical.

 


The taste of the times

Having your own opinion takes time and work.
That’s right — there’s nothing natural about it at all. In the
meantime, it’s nice to know that a zillion wine tasters before you
have paid thoughtful attention to the matter of quality in wine. As
you learn to trust your own taste, it’s nice to know that there’s a
consensus about what makes a good wine.

The consensus is not eternal. It changes
slowly with a major fashion cycle about every 200 years or so. The
minor cycles, with shifts in preference for a little more or less
sweet or tannin are probably 20- to 30-year affairs. That said,
here is the grave but slowly changing wisdom of our wine-drinking
ancestors:

 


* A wine should have a well-defined and
attractive bouquet.

* The flavors should please you and be in
balance with each other. There should be enough acidity to brighten
the other flavors. In a red wine, there may also be some drying
sensation, or “grip,” from tannin in the stems and skins.

* The body, or sensation of thickness in
your mouth, should be proportional to the flavor; big flavors
should have a heavy body, delicate ones a thin body.

* The finish should linger in your mouth and
echo the flavor of the wine. Some authors would add diamond-like
clarity and pleasant color to the list, although the glacier seems
to be moving away from those characteristics at its own leisurely
pace.

 


Discussion questions

* What can you learn about a wine by looking
at it?

* When we talk about “taste,” are we really
talking about “smell?” Can you think of examples?

* Why swirl?

* Isn’t quality just a matter of taste? Is
your taste anything more than a product of your times and social
circle?

* Is there anything you might learn from
tasting wine that would be relevant to the rest of your life?

* What do the concepts of “balance” and
“harmony” mean when applied to wine?

 


Glossary of terms that will help you
understand this chapter

Acids (from the Latin acere, to
be sour) — Sour substances that are soluble in water.

Astringency — having the property of
contracting the tissues or canals of the body: puckery.

Body — The feeling of thickness that a
wine has in your mouth. Thick- or full-bodied wines may remind you
of the feeling of cream. Light- or thin-bodied wines feel more like
water. Remember, in wine the sensation of body comes from alcohol,
the solids dissolved or suspended in the wine and the unfermented
sugar (if any).

Bouquet — Some authorities claim that
bouquet refers to that part of the wine’s smell that is
attributable to wine-making practices, while ‘aroma’ means those
smells have survived intact from the grape. Current usage however,
seems to favor ‘bouquet’ as meaning all the smells floating from
the glass up to your nose.

Dry — “Completely without sugar.” Dry
wines are those where all the sugar has been converted by
fermentation into alcohol.

Finish — The taste that remains in
your mouth after the wine is swallowed

Olfactory Epithelium — The dime-sized
patch of tissue in your skull where the receptors for your sense of
smell are located.

Spritzy -- Having a small amount of
carbonation. Spritzy wines may have a pronounced bubbly mouthfeel
or just a small tang. If a wine becomes less acidic after it’s been
opened for a few minutes, that’s attributable to spritziness.

Tannins — A family of soluble
compounds that act as astringents and antiseptics. Found in the
leaves and bark of plants, tannins are also used to cure leather
and treat wounds.

Vintner — A person who makes or sells
wine

 


* * * * *

 


 Chapter 3 —

A Word about Alcohol

 


When you finish this chapter, you will:

* Have an understanding of the links between
alcohol and early civilization

* Understand the connection between
fermented drinks and public health

* Know the life story of the god of wine

* Understand the basis of your own attitude
about alcohol

* Have a sense of why wine is called a
“social beverage”

* Have an inkling of the difference between
moderation and abstinence

* Begin to suspect that there is some
connection between Prohibition in the 1920’s and attitudes to wine
today

 


There are two reasons that alcohol
has been so popular for so long. The first and least obvious is
that it was the only safe drink on which early civilized humankind
could rely. There were simply no alternatives. A large sedentary
population polluted its own streams and ground water; deadly
typhoid and cholera bacteria thrived in drinking water. Milk was
unreliable and for many adults, undigestible.

Fruit juice, in the days before
preservatives, was either turned to vinegar through the action of
bacteria or turned itself to wine by fermenting on its own yeasts.
(See Chapter 6 for a more complete discussion of
fermentation.) Only wine, which does not support any bacteria
harmful to man, was safe. Tribes and cities that knew wine were
healthier than those that did not.

In places where the grape vines did not
grow, a hot water extract of sprouted barley grains was used. The
heating made the drink safer than the water from which it was made.
Sprouted barley, sometimes called malt, contains a starch
that is convertible to sugar in hot water. The sugary soup that
results from soaking malt in hot water ferments in the
presence of airborne yeast. When it does, it’s called beer. This
beer did not resemble too closely the beverage that we know today,
but it was certainly safer to drink than water.

Of course there are other technologies that
could have possibly sanitized the beverage supply and of course the
ancient Indo-Europeans knew about them. The manufacture of
alcoholic beverages triumphed over all of them for reasons that had
nothing to do with sanitation.

Alcohol remains popular even in the face of
competition from other drinks, and the reason, of course, is that
alcohol in moderate doses has a mild and pleasantly intoxicating
effect. Hippocrates might have recommended wine as a medicine for
the body, but it was Socrates who commended its ability to … “lull
the cares of the mind to rest and......pleasantly invite us to
agreeable mirth.” The Ancients were so taken with the wonder of
alcohol that they endowed wine with a god of its own. The Greeks
called him Dionysus; his Roman name was Bacchus, the god of
wine.

There is nothing remarkable in the existence
of a god of wine. The Greeks saw spirits and gods everywhere. What
is astonishing is the character of wine’s god. Most of the Greek
gods are remote from human affairs, showing up like bill collectors
to remind their devotees of missed sacrifices or dilapidated
temples. They have no moral message and certainly inspire no
emotion in their worshippers other than anxiety. Dionysus, on the
other hand, is a very personal god. His worship is a party, not a
sacrifice. He enters the body of his worshippers with the wine and
lifts their spirits.

By Julius Caesar’s time, Bacchus had become
a savior whose worship guaranteed a life after death. His rites
included a communion meal at which the god’s flesh was eaten and
his blood drunk in the form of wine. As the cult of the Classical
gods declined in Rome, the worship of Bacchus increased, only to go
underground when the competing Christian religion was made official
in the fourth century.

It’s easy to understand the appeal of this
giddy religion. Against the grim reality that was the common
person’s life in ancient Rome, alcohol must have thrown a
particularly appealing and diverting light. Even in happier
circumstances, alcohol lightens the spirits, soothes anxieties, and
lubricates the social instincts. It makes the shy person outgoing,
the sad person jolly, and the dull person witty.

A few writers are willing to praise wine
directly for the appeal of intoxication. Li Po, a Chinese poet who
was beloved of American beats, sings:

 


If heaven loved not the wine,

A Wine Star would not be in heaven;

If earth loved not the wine,

The Wine Spring would not be on the
earth.

Since heaven and earth love the wine,

Need a tippling mortal be ashamed?

Clear wine, I hear,

Has the soothing virtue of a sage,

While cloudy wine is rich, they say,

As the fertile mind of the wise.

Both the sage and the wise were drinkers,

Why seek for peers among gods and
goblins?

Three cups open the grand door to bliss;

Take a jugful, the universe is yours.

Such is the rapture of the wine,

That the sober shall never inherit.

 


There’s an implication here that the sober
are missing out on something. Churchill: It’s a suggestion that “I
have taken more out of alcohol than alcohol has taken out of me.”
Is an endorsement of a tutelary spirit, not a drink. Remarks like
this—which really constitute an important part of the plea in
wine’s favor have to be made very carefully in church-run societies
where individual ecstasy is suspect.

This effect, and wine’s fortunate talent as
a partner to food and feasting, make wine a very social beverage.
It is this ability of alcohol to demolish inhibitions, inspire
enthusiasm, and encourage sociability that lies at the heart of the
beverage business. People drink in company because both the drink
and the company become more pleasant in the process.

 


Just what do we mean by “drunk?”

How much alcohol do you get with your wine?
Most table wine contains 12 to14 percent alcohol by volume, which
means that a bottle of wine has something like three fluid ounces
of pure alcohol and a 5-ounce glass has about 2/3 of an ounce of
alcohol. By way of comparison, the typical 12-ounce serving of beer
contains just over 2/3 of an ounce and a bottle of 100-proof vodka
has 12 ounces. A person whose blood contains more than 0.1 percent
alcohol is considered legally drunk in most jurisdictions.

Drunkenness, or inebriation, isn’t a single,
simple state. Instead, it’s a continuum of feeling,
consciousness, and behavior. At one end of the scale is a light,
analgesic, carefree feeling. At the other is a complete
breakdown of mental and motor functions. In between, there are an
infinite number of states: some of them pleasant, others exalted,
and some purely miserable. As any bartender or cocktail waitress
can tell you, a person drunk is remarkably different from that same
person sober.

 


#

 


A drunk walks into a bar carrying a live
chicken. The bartender says “What are you doing with that jackass?”
The drunk replies “Thass notta jackass, thass a chicken.” The
bartender says, “I was talking to the chicken.”

 


#

 


The change is as dramatic to the person
undergoing it as it is to someone observing him. Shy people become
outgoing, timid folks become foolhardy, inhibited souls discover
their libidinous side. Were drunkenness not so commonplace, we
would be astonished by it and beg for an explanation.

How do we “explain” inebriation? A glib
answer is that inebriation results from the disinhibiting effects
of alcohol on the brain. Does this explain it? Unless you know a
lot more physiology than most, it’s just another set of words for
the same thing.

We’re easily duped into accepting this sort
of circular thinking as an explanation because, as citizens of our
own times, we have a certain faith in the material dimension of
things. Our faith in material explanations is made possible by our
long experience of science and its incredible utility. But before
this faith came along, what kind of explanation might have occurred
to people who wondered about drunkenness? Forget what you know for
a minute and imagine that you’re tasting wine for the first time.
Remember that you live in a world with few physical comforts and a
fair amount of chronic pain. What would your first experience of
inebriation be like? For most people, drinking probably just
lessened the daily dose of pain and made them feel good. This
“feeling good” must have seemed like a surprise visit to another
place, a divine place.

Now the Greeks were not much for dropping in
on their gods. Remember, the Olympians were a nasty bunch, and the
overall purpose of Greek religion was to satisfy them with
sacrifices and keep them away. But Dionysus, the god of wine, was a
different sort. When you drank wine, he entered your body — you
could feel the god of wine, and he was not unlovable. Dionysus
calls himself the Happy One, speaks of balance…By 546 BCE, the cult
of the wine god had become official in Athens.

He was not entirely a warm fuzzy teddy bear
either. The adjective “Dionysian” has come to modify the noun
“frenzy.” The Greeks made war by forming tightly massed units of
men who ran at each other in a spear-thrusting bloody charge. The
men in front were caught between the spears of the enemy and the
press of the men at their backs. Their soldiers mustered the
necessary courage first by performing a bloody sacrifice on the
field where battle would take place and then by eating a breakfast
washed down with lots of wine. Greek festivities in honor of the
god were known for their wild dancing and uninhibited behavior.

Greece died after Alexander, and the Romans
inherited the bones. The spirit of Greek wine, however, inherited
them. Dionysus becomes Bacchus, and he appears in murals and
mosaics with a halo of leaves and sitting as an infant on his
mother’s knee.

Listen to his life story again: He was the
son of a god and a mortal woman... he was killed and rose from the
dead...his followers drank his blood in the form of wine and were
given a glimpse of paradise and reunion with him.

But wait. Don’t draw any straight lines yet.
There is a third major player in the story of wine and
civilization. The Hebrews had an elaborate ritual life no part of
which could be performed without wine. The settled life of the
agriculturalist in the Promised Land of Israel is symbolized by the
process of tending one’s vines. The weekly Shabbat (sabbath) is
sanctified by the lighting of a flame, the eating of bread, and the
drinking of … you guessed it, wine.

Remember that there is no significant piece
of Christian ritual that does not have roots in Rabbinic Judaism.
Remember, too, that Christianity began in competition with these
two traditions (Dionysianism and Rabbinic Judaism) at the same time
that it was borrowing from them. In two senses then, wine was a
part of Christianity from the beginning, and the early Christians
saw drunkenness as a form of religious competition, not sinful in
itself.

Even after the triumph of Christianity, wine
retained its role as the beverage of health. Medieval writers on
diet considered it to be a nutrient. The Augustinian monk Thomas
Aquinas advised drinking wine “usque ad hilaritatem” — up to the
point of hilarity. Abstention from wine was seen as eccentric and
even a bit perverse. One 16th century writer described the
teetotaler as “degenerate and . . . of a doggish nature, for
dogges. . . .abhore wine.” Centuries later, when Protestant
evangelists railed against alcohol in all forms, the beverages they
were reacting to were the much more potent and destructive
distilled whiskies and gin.

 


Alcohol and attitude

Like other milestone inventions (fire and
the Sony Walkman, for instance), alcohol is not entirely a
blessing. Right next to the lightened spirits and occasional
hilarity of moderate drinking lies the recklessness of excessive
drinking and drunkenness.

Even alcohol’s manifest virtues are denied
by some. Many people find the altered state of consciousness that
alcohol produces to be threatening. It brings out things in
themselves and other people that they would rather not have called
forth. People consuming alcohol are more likely to be sexual and
boisterous. They’re also more likely to be aggressive or otherwise
obnoxious.

If you’ve never met an inhibition you didn’t
like, then the moderately disinhibiting effect of alcohol is going
to be very scary. It’s a short step from being repelled by one’s
own impulses to wishing to eradicate or at least camouflage them in
others.

Since you came from a home with some
feelings about this drug, there is something useful in knowing what
those feelings are. After you have acknowledged the feelings, it’s
good to bear in mind that we Americans are crazy for driving cars,
and that all those cultured European contexts are ones where people
more frequently walk from place to place and where a certain
unsteadiness is amusing, not deadly.
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It’s hard to overstate the damage caused by
drunken drivers. According to the Center for Disease Control, over
17,000 people died in alcohol-related automobile accidents. Even
though almost three-quarters of those convicted of drunk driving
violations are alcoholics, it’s incumbent on the rest of us to
avoid mixing even moderate wine consumption and motor vehicle
use.
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In the United States, there is a great deal
of passion attached to the subject of alcohol, and many people do
not drink wine. Muslims and Hindus and members of some Christian
sects avoid all alcoholic drinks. There are also millions of people
who are convinced that alcohol has caused them personal problems in
the past or is doing so now. There is even a huge
“alcoholism industry” partly made up of volunteers who are,
perhaps for that reason, very passionate and vocal. This industry
derives its reason for being from the perception of alcohol as a
threat.
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