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WINNER OF THE LOUIS ROEDERER INTERNATIONAL WINE BOOK OF THE YEAR 2018

LONGLISTED FOR THE BIG BOOK PRIZE 2018

‘Rich and multi-layered, full of love and family, erudite and dense with fascinating detail while being as deliciously gluggable as a fine pinot noir. Intoxicating stuff.’

Marina O’Loughlin, restaurant critic for the Sunday Times

‘Thank heavens for Nina Caplan, who brings a bit of hinterland to this often dry subject … The Wandering Vine, her first book, is about much more than wine. It’s a heady blend of travel, literature, memoir, history and what I can only describe as psychogeography … The Wandering Vine has a depth and soul lacking in most wine books’

Spectator

‘The Wandering Vine is ultimately both a wine and a travel book. Wine writing has descended to reams of indigestible tasting notes and over-inflated scores and travel writing appears to be mostly composed of gobbets about spa treatments in expensive hotels, somebody needs to rescue both. Caplan is surely on the right path.’

New Statesman

‘A lively journey from the vineyards of antiquity to the modern dining table. You’ll savour every last drop.’

Daisy Dunn, author of Catullus’ Bedspread

‘A travel journal like no other I’ve ever read: evocative, intelligent, beautifully written, a pilgrimage of the soul through a love of wine and the vineyards that produce it.’

Elisabeth Luard, food writer and author of Squirrel Pie

‘A wine travelogue of humour and delight – what more do you need to know?’

Emerald Street

‘An enthralling account of her journey of research into the history of vino, reaching back to ancient Rome, her liquid capital’

Jewish Chronicle

‘Caplan’s knowledge always enhances and never obscures the flavours … reliably delicious’

Mail on Sunday

‘Nina Caplan and I share a family tree; I had no idea, until I read this marvellous book, that it was a vine. I am drunk with her passionate knowledge.’

Maureen Lipman, actress

‘This is by far my favourite of all the wine reads I sampled this year … Caplan meditates on human mortality as she contemplates the beauty of landscape and varietal, weaving in historical and literary references that add depth and charisma to the story of her quest. I was blown away.’

Mail Tribune (Oregon, USA)

‘A journey through the wine world from the Roman Empire to the present day.’

Marie Claire Australia

‘Richly detailed, often poetic, [a] sometimes disarmingly personal book, which repays careful, attentive reading’

Financial Review (Australia)
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THE WANDERING VINE






For my father, Harold Caplan, and my partner, Craig Moyes, with profound sadness that this page is the only place they’ll ever meet
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She sent out for one of those short, plump little cakes called ‘petites madeleines’, which look as though they had been moulded in the fluted scallop of a pilgrim’s shell. And soon, mechanically, weary after a dull day with the prospect of a depressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. No sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate than a shudder ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that were taking place. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory – this new sensation having had on me the effect which love has of filling me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it was myself.

MARCEL PROUST, Remembrance of Things Past 
(Trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff)

I was born very far from where I’m supposed to be so I’m on my way home.

BOB DYLAN









 Introduction



Come in, sit down at my table, this large circle of oak, and let me open a bottle of wine. There are many kinds of preparatory travel rituals; this is mine. We will drink together. With all five senses primed, we will be ready to depart.

First, we hear the abrupt exhalation of a cork, the melody of falling liquid, the chime of meeting glasses. (I use the Jewish toast l’chaim, which means ‘to life’.) The thud as the bottle comes back to rest on this table my parents bought in the early 1970s, when they still loved one another. It is almost the only tangible relic of my childhood, and I like to think it bears the ghostly imprint of bottles they shared. I remember my father, that twinkly eyed wine-lover of excellent palate and obsessive bent, standing at its curved edge, pouring wine, commencing an instructive commentary on the bottle we were about to share. ‘Now, this—’ he would begin, and my adolescent self would immediately tune out. All that knowledge, falling on deaf ears and the table’s indifferent surface! What a waste. Or was it?

My love of wine began where my father ended. So many marvellous wines he shared with me, down the lucky years. He taught me to drink, just as he taught me to read, and I have spent the years since his death recovering the knowledge he tried to pass on to me, and handing it on in turn. Through wine, I have found a way to continue a conversation that, when he was alive, had barely begun.

I am not alone in this. Wine is often a dialogue with the dead. There’s nothing macabre about that. Who among us would not like to find our way to the Underworld, across the River Styx, guarded, say the ancients, by the three-headed dog Cerberus, to see our loved ones again? Provided, of course, we could return.

Wine is alive, ageing and changing, but it’s also a triumph over death. These grapes should rot. Instead they ferment. What better magic potion could there be to convey us to the past? Only our senses can truly transport us, as Proust well knew. But they cannot do so alone. His vehicle was the madeleine, the cake shaped to imitate the scallop shell that is the symbol of the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela; mine, surely as potent, is wine. And my journey, too, is a pilgrimage, sensual rather than religious, in honour of the person who taught me, and who is now gone. While I was figuring out where, in all the wide world of wine, to go, it became clear to me that you can’t go looking for roots without a careful look at the ground on which you yourself are planted. I would need to start in England, and to do so I would have to deal with two questions: how did I get here, and how did wine get here?
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Our glasses burn soft gilt, like candlelight: they brim, briefly, with superannuated Champagne. Made by Alfred Gratien, it has no vintage on the label (the contents will be a blend of several years’ base wines) but it is so old that its colour has mellowed almost to amber and I am surprised at the force of the bubbles – tiny pockets of 1990s air, finally freed from their golden bondage. It belonged to my father. He would have enjoyed how it has developed and evolved: it lives up to expectations. And he would have been delighted at my enjoyment of it. The love of wine crept up on me, a stealthy passion. These days I lay down wines for the future, drink in the present. Now I am asking wine to help me recover the past.

The wine, one of a case, arrived shortly after Dad’s death in 2003. This was not in itself a surprise: my family home was being cleared for sale, and a few of the remaining fruits of his decades of infatuation were trickling fitfully into my possession. Champagne, the essence of celebration, seemed singularly inappropriate to the occasion, but that turned out to be wrong. For this most unpredictable of wines, exhaling restless bubbles, is the indispensable adornment to life’s astonishments – the departures and arrivals we must all experience – and evidence of one of those was hiding in this box of bottles. Somehow, a green card folder had wound up atop the wired and foiled corks, and somehow – I will never know how – the birth certificate of my grandfather, Jack, was inside. He was born in Leeds in 1907; these facts I already knew. But there was no mention of Jack on the document I held. This baby’s name was Isaac.

I can see how it happened. The parents survive one pogrom too many and flee Russian anti-Semitism for the English Midlands. (Later, they would move again, to Australia.) They call their son Yitzhak, a good Hebrew moniker – and when they realise that it will make life easier if people around them can pronounce their child’s name, they anglicise it not to Isaac, which is the direct translation but sounds so very different, but to the unimpeachably English but more phonetically comforting Jack. His siblings ended up as Harry, Pearl, Belle and Ida. What, I wonder, were their real names?

Any story of wine is a story of displacement, as we shall see. So when I started planning this journey in search of wine’s roots, my grandpa’s birth certificate sprang to mind. Within this little story are encapsulated, after all, my family’s displacements, both linguistic and physical – disruption and chaos aptly illustrated by the important document thrust, inexplicably, into an entirely inopportune place. A birth certificate is evidence not only of who you are (in this case, not quite who the certified would become), but of where you have the right to be. My Australian-born parents were able to move to England because of this piece of paper, this confirmation of an English beginning. Leave to remain: it’s almost an oxymoron, but a poetic one – particularly to those who are forced to depart.

According to the Bible, Adam was the first exile. And if you believe, as some Jews do, that the Tree of Knowledge was not an apple tree but a giant vine, then he may have been the first drunkard, too, even if that honour is traditionally ascribed to Noah, who planted a vineyard in what must have been extremely waterlogged soil, and then got disastrously drunk – presumably out of grief for all that had been lost during the Flood. The confusion is thought to have arisen over the translation of the Latin pomum, which means fruit, but has come to mean apple (as in the French pomme). According to the fourth-century Jewish scholar Rav Chisda, God scolding Noah for his inebriation confirms this: ‘Did you not learn from what happened to Adam? Wine was his undoing!’ Certainly, the grape seems a far more logical locus for sin – unless the ancients were particularly fond of cider.

The bottle before us has been displaced via a benign and deliberate network of trade but its earliest ancestors arrived very differently. The Gauls fleeing Julius Caesar’s conquest of their homeland came north to Britain, bringing the beverage they had become unable to do without: wine. There was no French wine, not yet. Theirs had come north from Italy, which meant that the Gauls brought their conquerors’ beverage into exile as a paradoxical comfort for being conquered. It also means that, like me, wine came to England because somebody, somewhere, got thrown out of somewhere else.

Both kinds of immigrant, plant and human, proved tenacious, but one had the advantage. Wine was an essential part of the culture that was coming to dominate most of the Western world. ‘For the Romans,’ writes Roger Dion, the great French historian of wine, ‘the gift of civilisation meant bringing order but also, simultaneously, propagating the vine … because for them, the notion of really savouring the pleasures of life in any place where … [it] did not grow would have seemed almost impossible.’ This begs the question of whether chilly England ever counted, for them, as truly civilised. But in the event, the inhabitants of this island adopted the creed – and found a cunning way to savour life’s pleasures without having to cultivate too many vines of their own.

Civilisation has its linguistic and philosophical roots in the Roman civitas, the community of citizens that constitutes the city. These exiled conquerors anchored themselves by building cities and by embedding their vines, bringing civilised life to the barbarians, while also looking backwards, to the civilisation they had left. Making wine was a way to reconcile two places, one longed-for but inaccessible, the other all too present. Long before Proust, this most sensual of foodstuffs was used to travel in time.

We lift our glasses, inhale our Champagne: fresh-cut apples and toasted almonds. Every bottle of wine contains the perfume of a particular past. The sun that warmed and thickened the grapeskins, the oak sliced and bent and toasted into barrels, and further back, the hopes of the man or woman who planted that vine. (Did you know that hope has a fragrance?) The alluring force of my expanding lungs draws these persistent droplets upwards, a short molecular journey from place of origin to foreign territory, bringing scents that pitch me back in time. This wine is transporting me to a lunch party in the house where I grew up, sunlight falling through curved French windows to join the golden wine in a row of flutes, opera flowing through the speakers, the blue-toned peace of a room used only for social occasions punctuated now by bubbles of pre-prandial chatter.

That is my Rome – my lost centre of civilisation. Or, if you like, my Jerusalem. Because wine performed the same magic for the Jews. It was already crucial to Jewish ritual, ushering the Sabbath in and out again, celebrating a bris (circumcision) or mourning a passing, long before the Romans destroyed the Temple of Jerusalem, in AD 70. When Emperor Hadrian threw the Jews out of their homeland and barred them from returning, 65 years later, home became a chimera, that vanished Temple gleaming perfect in the inaccessible distance. The first-century Jewish historian Josephus, who saw it, wrote of the giant sculpted golden vine above the door, ‘a marvel of size and artistry’, with grape clusters each the size of a man. (He may have exaggerated. Then again, he may not.) After its destruction Jews, wherever they were, would lift a cup of wine each year at Passover and drink to the hope of return to a place that no longer existed: ‘Next year in Jerusalem.’ And, just like the drinkers, the wine in that cup would hark back to the soil from which it had come. The distance between where they were and that other, mythical place they wished to be was bridged by wine.

Fortunately, given the variety of people thirsting for it, vitis vinifera is a resilient plant. This once-wild vine, now the very essence of civilisation, thrives in inhospitable soils, its depressing appearance during the cold season (a winter vineyard looks like a field of dead sticks) gloriously reversed when those sticks bud in spring. This miraculous resurrection makes an appearance in all sorts of myths. For the Romans, the wine god, Bacchus, was the son of a mortal woman who died before giving birth, and of Jupiter, king of the gods, who then sewed the child into his thigh to gestate. This dual spirit – human and divine, delightful and dangerous, and twice-born – was itself recreated in Christianity, which inherited a great deal from both Rome and Judaism; more, often, than Christians have been willing to admit.

A person who leaves home involuntarily, thrown off the soil that nurtured them and forced to inhabit an alien elsewhere, is also, in a sense, twice-born. This new soil may be inhospitable (the Latin root, hostis, enemy, stranger, is connected to hospes, host or guest, a salutary reminder of the universal ambivalence to visitors). Or it may be welcoming. But life there will be different and probably difficult, and some version of home will gleam ever more perfect and unattainably far away.

My grandfather was, in a sense, born twice: as Yitzhak and as Jack. Many wine grapes have also changed their names as they travelled: Cot in southern France is Malbec in Argentina, northern Italy’s Trebbiano is Gascony’s Ugni Blanc, and so on. Those exasperated by what could be considered one of wine’s many unnecessary confusions might want to spare a thought, instead, for the difficulties that come with moving culture: new soils, new customs, new language and, often, a new name.

Let’s raise our glasses to the courage of those who journey, willingly or otherwise. And in doing so, let’s savour the pleasures of something closer to hand. Smooth glass against my fingers, chill wine punctuated by the indignant prickle of roundels of captive air across my tongue: the fourth sense is touch, followed swiftly by taste. Acidity, warm toast, those almonds again. How else to reach back to what we can no longer hear, see, smell, touch or savour? I am going looking for Europe’s collective past but also for my own, in places where wine seems particularly intertwined with the culture.

In all that is written of the importance of Rome to a modern Westerner’s sense of self – the words we speak, the borders we cross, the civitates we inhabit – how often does anyone mention the wine we drink? Yet if I admit that what I drink, and where I drink it, is largely their doing, I must also acknowledge that they may, in their unending bellicosity, have done me something of a favour: their hunger for land has fed my thirst. I can blame them, but I also owe them, and this book, tracing their path back from England to France, Spain and Italy – those countries where Rome’s gifts slide most insistently over the tongue, whether you are speaking or drinking – is an attempt to understand how they conquered the world through wine, and to look at some of the more unlikely consequences of that conquest. After all, I believe that the grapes the Romans ushered across the world may be their greatest legacy: the roots of our civilisation in the most literal sense.

I won’t be travelling in a straight line; that’s not how things happen in my family. My maternal grandparents yearned to go to Israel but ended up in Australia; my parents, in the 1960s, took six weeks to get to England by sea, my father hired as ship’s doctor, paid, according to family lore, a shilling a week. My mother’s last place of residence was a one-horse town in southern Turkey called Kayseri whose only claim to fame is as the birthplace of Mimar Sinan, an Ottoman architect whose apprentices helped design the Taj Mahal. I took my first trip, from England to Australia, at six weeks old, and even that involved a detour. The Greek airline stopped in Athens, and since there was precious little airport security in the early 1970s, my parents grabbed my carrycot and dashed off for a quick look at the Parthenon: two young Antipodeans, carrying their future, desperate for a glimpse of the past.

Every generation of my family seems to grow up in a different place from the previous one. Only one of my four grandparents spoke English without a foreign accent. Home has become a complicated notion, as have roots, and my affinity with wine, while partly a personal inheritance, from my bibulous, gregarious, much-missed father, and partly a tradition, precious as myrrh to a deracinated Jew, is also a strange empathy with these grapes whose relation to their soil, native or otherwise, seems as convoluted as mine and in some of the same ways.

So here we are, the vine and me, given leave to remain on this damp but interesting island 3,200 miles from Jerusalem and 1,160 miles from Rome. The surprise of finding my grandfather’s birth certificate in his son’s case of Champagne is a strange illustration of an unlikely truth: wine can tell us something of who we are and where we come from
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