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To anyone who has ever picked up a bottle of wine and thought, “I wish I knew more about this…”




ONE THERE’S A WORLD IN YOUR WINEGLASS


“The vine and the wine it produces are two great mysteries. Alone in the vegetable kingdom, the vine makes the true savor of the earth intelligible to man. With what fidelity it makes the translation! It senses, then expresses, in its clusters of fruit the secrets of the soil.”

—Colette, Prisons et Paradis, 1932



What is wine?

Say, if you like, that it’s just fermented grape juice. Fair enough: you’re right. But that’s also like saying that a knife is just a sharp piece of metal. There’s a world of difference between a machine-stamped blade with a polypropylene handle, and a carbon-steel chef’s knife made by a master craftsman; so, too, with wine. At its best wine is an artisanal creation that edges toward, and possibly sometimes achieves, art. Wine is an alcoholic beverage—no question there—yet we drink it to amplify the pleasure of a meal and to heighten the joy of connecting with other people, rather than simply to achieve a buzz. Wine is fermented grape juice, but when made with grapes grown in carefully chosen locations, fermented and aged with intelligence, experience, and skill, it can also be something much greater than that.

At its heart wine is also an agricultural product. One sip of a great wine will tell you what kind of grapes went into it, where they were grown, even what the weather was like that year. The perfect temperatures in July in Napa Valley, or the rain in Piedmont in September, or the frost in April in the Loire Valley—all those can reveal themselves, for better or worse, in a single sip. Even more than they would if you were to eat the grape itself; wine’s alchemical magic, the translation of the juice from the grapes by fermentation, somehow brings a mysteriously microscopic focus to all the broader influences of season, soil, and plant. Wine is grape juice transformed by yeast, guided by the human hand.

But the truth is that most of the wine in the world doesn’t really summon that magic. While it does come from grapes that grew on vines, a vast percentage of the wine in the world is a mass-produced product that bears more resemblance to a can of Coke than it does to something handcrafted, distinctive, and honest. Its success is measured in the number of units moved off grocery store shelves, its market penetration, its profitability. It’s differentiated into price segments: value, premium, ultra-premium, luxury—alarmingly like something you’d get at a gas station pump.

That’s not to say that this kind of mass-produced wine doesn’t taste good. It often does. But then, so do Taco Bell tacos. Why shouldn’t they? Taco Bell tacos are designed by very smart people (or, if you prefer, “food innovation experts”). They satisfy any number of deep-seated flavor cues. They’re savory and salty and meaty-cheesy, and they’re seasoned with seven “authentic” spices and seasonings (what is an inauthentic spice? I wonder). They’re delightfully crunchy. They remind me of my childhood: a sense of nostalgia. Of course, the Taco Bell innovation team is no stranger to nostalgia. Those sweet days of childhood, crunching tacos in the back seat of the family car… well. Nostalgia is great if you can wrap it in paper and sell it for $2.49.

I don’t mean to beat up on Taco Bell tacos. If it’s not clear, I actually like them. But, like bottles of industrial wine, Taco Bell tacos are sold by the millions, even by the billions. Where do they come from? Who creates them? They emerge from the hatch of the drive-through window, assembled by uniformed workers who, it’s safe to guess, do not have a personal investment in the farms where that corn and beef came from. What’s the source of that crunchy shell? What farmer raised those cows? Who wrote the recipe? Who’s the guiding hand? Shareholders? Flavor scientists? A CEO?

Here’s a kind of thought experiment. Picture a table with two bottles sitting in front of you. On the left, you have a bottle of Kim Crawford Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc. Take a sip. Odds are you’ll think it tastes good (assuming you like New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc in the first place, which actually is a pretty big assumption, since some people just can’t stand the stuff). Let’s say you do like it. The wine’s brisk and vivid, the flavor recalls a fresh grapefruit, it’s appealingly tangy, it whets the appetite, and it costs a moderate $14 or so. It isn’t odd or flawed.

And yes, Kim Crawford is a real person. I can vouch for that, since I’ve met him. And Marlborough is absolutely a place—it’s a wine region on the north coast of New Zealand’s South Island. (I can vouch for that, too. Been there. Plenty of vines.)

But at this point the actual Kim Crawford has absolutely nothing to do with Kim Crawford Wine. He and his wife, Erica, founded the brand in 1996. In 2003, they sold it to Vincor, a Canadian company, for $49 million (no need to feel bad for the Crawfords). In 2006, the international drinks conglomerate Constellation Brands bought Vincor for $1.3 billion. Today Kim Crawford Wines sells over 1.8 million cases each year in the United States alone. Back in 2019, Constellation announced a marketing campaign for Kim Crawford wines, centered on the tag phrase “Make It Amazing.” The press release stated: “ ‘Make It Amazing’ celebrates the confidence Kim Crawford gives consumers by overdelivering on quality, taste, and value; and brings consumers’ strong brand loyalty to life.… [It] is supported by a 360-degree integrated marketing plan including TV and digital advertising, social media content, dynamic displays at retail, strategic partnerships, consumer sampling, and experiential programming.”

Hmm.

Now let’s consider the second bottle on your table, a Greywacke Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc. Same grape; same region. The name refers to a type of hard sandstone, called greywacke, that’s prevalent in the vineyards that owner Kevin Judd uses for this wine. Judd makes about forty thousand cases each year of his Sauvignon Blanc, which costs about $23 a bottle. He’s a smart, somewhat taciturn, dryly funny guy, who was also the founding winemaker for many years at Cloudy Bay, the winery that effectively put New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc on the map in the early 1990s. (Like Kim Crawford, Cloudy Bay was eventually bought by a mega-corporation, in its case Moët Hennessy–Louis Vuitton, or LVMH; Judd left soon after.) Judd does not have a 360-degree integrated marketing plan for Greywacke. What he does have is a distinct, personal vision of what New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc and his wines particularly can be. He’s involved in every decision regarding his wine—which vineyards grow the grapes for it, how they are farmed, when the grapes are picked, how the wine is made, how it is aged, when it is released, what the labels look like, what its price is.

It’s worth pointing out that Greywacke Sauvignon Blanc does not come from a single small vineyard, and its production is not minuscule, except compared to something like Kim Crawford. You can find it in stores. It’s not from an obscure, overlooked region in Europe that only a very few wine people (usually in Brooklyn) have heard of. It doesn’t wear its artisanal nature on its sleeve. But it is what I’d call a real wine. The crucial difference is that the Greywacke bottle represents an individual winemaker’s distinctive vision of how that specific grape variety grown on that specific type of land can express itself in liquid form. Both the Kim Crawford and the Greywacke are wines. No question. But, to me, the Greywacke provides some of that unusual mystery that wine can offer, that language that speaks of place and purpose; it expresses something more than just flavor. And the Crawford bottle, well. The label does everything in its power to convince you that the wine inside is distinctive and special—it “dazzles” with aromas, “bursts” with flavor, comes from “exceptional” vineyards, and “we proudly craft it.” (I’m a bit unclear on who exactly “we” is—the people behind the 360-degree marketing plan?) But it’s sort of like a Taco Bell taco. Tasty, for sure, but soulless. It makes me remember something that Eduard Tscheppe of the Austrian winery Gut Oggau said at a tasting I went to not long ago: “Most people just think of wine as a drink. And that makes sense, because it’s mostly true. With a lot of wine there’s only a distant memory of the soil and the climate in the bottle. It’s really just an alcoholic beverage made by some company.” Elena Pantaleoni, the brilliant, idiosyncratic owner of Italy’s La Stoppa, phrases it a little more bluntly when she says, “There’s a lot of elevator music when it comes to wine.”



Climate. Place. Seasons. The sun and the wind and the rain on vines. Agriculture: cultivating the soil, farming plants to provide crops. Grapes are an agricultural product. And an almost magical one—even with nothing but the wild yeasts found naturally on their skins, they can ferment into wine.

So forget for a moment about marketing, forget about bottles on shelves, even forget winemaking. Look at a bottle and start with a different question: How were the grapes grown?

Asking that question poses an odd quandary, because conventional farming—the use of systemic pesticides, industrial nitrogen-potassium fertilizers, herbicides like glyphosate, and so on—can result in perfectly good-tasting wines. Even extraordinarily delicious wines. And if the wine in your glass tastes good, then what more do you want from it? What does it matter what the grape grower’s methods were?

I’d say this in response: consider food. We all make choices about what we eat. Some choices have to do with taste, some with nutrition, some with price and budget. But more and more, people are paying closer attention to where the food they eat comes from, how it was grown or raised, and whether the answers to those questions result in something that they feel comfortable putting into their bodies. An organic tomato, grown within a hundred miles of the market where you shop, purchased in season from the farmer who grew it, answers those questions very differently from a tomato that’s harvested green on an industrial farm, artificially ripened with ethylene gas, and trucked across fourteen states to a miles-of-aisles supermarket in, well, wherever. Your hometown.

Those questions of origin—call it the who, where, and how of farming—can be political, ecological, or practical. The practical questions have always been with us. Should we slaughter the pig this week or next? Are the apples ripe enough yet to eat?

The ecological and political questions surrounding food are vast and complex—far beyond the scope of this book—and wine doesn’t take part in all of them. But the changes in agriculture that occurred following World War II, as the Green Revolution took off and synthetic fertilizers, agrochemicals, pesticides, and mechanized farming became commonplace, do play into grape growing. Those developments gave farmers in vineyards a host of weapons to use against common vine issues such as mold, mildew, insects, and diseases. Inexpensive nitrogen fertilizers allowed them to increase yields dramatically and consistently. Chemical herbicides replaced days or even weeks of exhausting handwork. It seemed to many farmers, starting in the 1950s and 1960s, that science had ushered in a new age, one where nature, always capricious and sometimes overtly hostile, would now be subservient to man. Formerly devastating problems were now solvable. Plague of locusts? Try fenitrothion or chlorpirifos. Just make sure you stay out of the area afterward, unless you want your hormone system rewired. And be sure to mention that to your bee population as well.

Of course, it would be perverse not to recognize that in a global context, the large-scale, technological-agricultural developments of the post–World War II era have helped keep millions of people in developing countries from starvation. Famines, which in pre-industrial eras were typically caused by crop blights or weather conditions (drought, harsh winters, and so on), are still with us; but in the modern era they’re more often (though not universally) the result of wars or political unrest. Science hasn’t stopped war, but it’s done wonders at controlling things like late potato blight, the cause of the Great Irish Famine from 1845 to 1849. (Though even with modern fungicides, late blight still causes an estimated $2.75 billion in crop losses around the world each year. The current best-case solution? Genetically modified [GM] potatoes. Something to ponder.) But for all of industrial farming’s successes, it’s also a form of willed blindness not to recognize the environmental costs and underlying economic drivers tied to it.

Wine isn’t a staple; no one will die if they run out of wine (hard to believe for some of us, but true). As a result, wine grapes don’t have to be farmed as though they were wheat or rice or soybeans. Admittedly, if your ambition is to make 2 million cases of cheap-and-cheerful Chardonnay, then labor-intensive organic farming is probably not your wisest choice, financially (though I’d applaud you giving it a shot). Mass-production wines require mass-production grapes, and mass-production grapes generally require conventional, chemical-based farming. Which lands us back at that question of what people—what you—personally feel comfortable eating or drinking. As Mark Neal at Neal Vineyards in Napa Valley points out, it’s strange (and frustrating, for organic growers like him) that wine often isn’t held to the same standards as food. As he observes, “You go down the Whole Foods aisles, and people are throwing organic, organic, organic into the basket; then they get to the wine aisle and what the hell.” It’s a peculiar situation. If you prefer eating strawberries that weren’t doused with difenoconazole—I sure as hell do—why not extend that preference to wine grapes?

But even outside questions of conventional versus organic (or similar) farming, growing grapes for wines that have personality and distinctiveness, and that express the character of the specific place they come from—wines of terroir, if you like—innately requires a different approach to farming. Philipp Wittmann, who makes sublime, stony Rieslings in Germany’s Rheinhessen, describes it like this: “What we are doing is a kind of gardening, I’d say. It’s very intense work in the vineyards. A lot of hours per acre, and a lot of handwork. It’s the hope of producing perfect, ripe, healthy fruit in every season. You have to check every vineyard every single day: the leaf management, the soil, the fruit… and everything is different every year.” That kind of labor-intensive, incredibly painstaking viticulture is the source point for almost all of the wines in this book. Unsurprisingly, it also goes hand in hand with shifts in recent years by conscientious winegrowers like Wittmann toward more Earth-friendly forms of farming.

One of the biggest changes in wine over the past couple of decades has been a boom in sustainable, organic, biodynamic, and similar practices in vineyards. Partly it comes from disillusionment, especially on the part of independent winegrowers, with the presumed benefits of conventional farming. Olivier Humbrecht of Zind-Humbrecht in Alsace describes it this way: “These chemicals allowed growers to multiply their production by three or four times. Less time in the vineyard, less hard work, three times the production, why say no? But then people started to see—ah, where are my butterflies? Where are my weeds? Where are my worms? Why do I have to start using more and more chemicals, and more and more powerful and harmful chemicals? And if you ask these questions, you start to see that the chemicals, by solving one problem, created other ones.”

At the same time, there’s also been an overall shift in public perception. Michele Manelli of Tuscany’s Salcheto winery says, “If you want a funny story, the first years when people asked if I was organic, I’d say, ‘No, my neighbor is, but I’m not!’ Because the word ‘organic’ was a label of poor quality then, and quality winemakers didn’t want to be in that constellation. Not anymore.” (He adds, making a worthwhile point: “I still strongly believe that ‘organic’ doesn’t have a taste. Nor does ‘biodynamic.’ They’re practices. But they’re very interesting practices, and I like the radical part, the refusal of the chemical shortcut.”) The transformation of “organic” from a word implying poorly made, amateur, hippies-doing-their-thing wine to one implying an avoidance of chemicals that (a) might poison you and (b) might poison the planet is a fascinating change, one whose ripple effects are only widening.

What has recently pushed winegrowers even further along this path, or at least the kind of growers I’m writing about in these pages, is an increasing realization that trying to express a sense of place in a wine is essentially futile if you’ve managed to annihilate the underground life in your vineyard. Fred Loimer at Weingut Loimer in Austria comments, “Nature works with a combination of plants and animals to build soil life. When you walk on it, you’re walking on life from millions of years. There’s more life in the soil than there is above the soil.” Climate, exposure, geology—they all play their parts in creating a sense of terroir. But more and more it’s become clear that the microbial life of the soil holds just as important a role in why this wine from this place tastes distinctively different from that wine made from grapes grown just a stone’s throw away. And one thing that chemical herbicides in particular are extremely effective at doing is not just killing weeds but snuffing out what lives underneath them as well. Steve Matthiasson, one of California’s premier viticulturists, explains it this way: “Using glyphosate [Roundup], for instance, isn’t like pouring gasoline or boiling water into the soil. It’s more that with herbicides in general, the problem is that not having plants growing in the soil means, first, that the soil is not getting fed with decaying organic matter when those plants die or the roots slough off, and, second, that the roots aren’t tending and facilitating a healthy soil microbiome.” In essence, by using systemic herbicides you will win the war on weeds, but in the process cause a famine and kill off your soil’s billions of microbiological inhabitants by means of starvation.



Then there’s winemaking.

A short course: Circa 6000 BC, people discovered that if you stuffed a bunch of grapes in a clay amphora, sealed it up, and waited a while, the result would be an intoxicating and (at least you hoped) palatable beverage. Progress after that was slow and incremental. In the 1300s and 1400s, the Cistercian monks of Burgundy were coming to the conclusion that individual small vineyards, though close to one another, could produce wines of differing character—this was the gradual invention of the concept of terroir. Glass bottles for wine? They don’t appear until 1630. Or consider Champagne. From Christopher Merret’s discovery in 1662 that adding a small amount of sugar to wine could induce a second fermentation (yes, an Englishman came up with that, not a French monk) to the invention in France of glass bottles strong enough to transport sparkling wine without often exploding took a hundred years or so.

Then the twentieth century marches in, and specifically the postwar period. At the same time viticulture was changing, a broad range of technological winemaking advancements—refrigeration for white wine production, cold stabilization, stainless steel tanks for fermentation, blanketing of wine with nitrogen or argon to prevent oxidation, sterile filtration, commercial single-strain yeasts—rapidly became commonplace in wineries. These changes certainly resulted in more consistent wine; there’s a reason there are so few actively flawed wines in the market today, even at the bargain-basement level, compared to earlier eras. But larger, more uniform grape yields and more controlled winemaking don’t necessarily translate to more interesting wine. So, while there are fewer foul-smelling, harsh, volatile, unpleasant wines being sold today, there are also far more homogenized, characterless, bland ones.

Progress—if that’s the right word here—marches on, and a twenty-first-century winemaker’s ability to modify or completely rewrite what nature gives in the vineyard is unparalleled. Processes such as reverse osmosis or “spinning cone” technology can imperceptibly reduce high alcohol levels. Industrial products such as Mega Purple, a 2,000-to-1 grape juice concentrate, help boost color and richness. A broad palette of designer yeasts can be utilized to highlight certain flavors and aromas (Scott Laboratories’ NT112 has “good fructose utilization, enhances black currant aromas, and is recommended for wines destined for micro-oxygenation”). Need twenty thousand gallons of Cabernet to taste barrel-aged without buying several hundred expensive barrels? Try dangling a five-hundred-pound tea bag of oak chips in the juice, or even more efficiently, dump in a few gallons of liquid grape tannin. Merlot tasting slightly underripe? Try flash détente, where your grapes are superheated to 185°F, then pumped into a vacuum chamber—the water in the grape skins instantly turns to steam and blasts apart the microscopic vacuoles in the grape skins, intensifying color and tannins. Worried that the residual sugar in your “rich” red blend might re-ferment in the bottle? Zap the juice with Velcorin (dimethyldicarbonate), a sterilant/stabilizer that, while it breaks down into CO2 and methanol in twenty-four hours, does require a hazmat suit and a respirator to work with. Less alarmingly but possibly more insidiously, commercial wines’ flavor profiles are regularly manipulated to minimize vintage differences or to fit marketing strategies aimed at specific audiences, or both.

Still, if a winemaker chooses to farm organically, or chooses not to use liquid tannins or reverse-osmosis machines in their winery, that does not mean they are anti-science; often it’s the opposite. Knowledge is awareness, and being wary of too much intervention or being concerned for the health of the environment doesn’t automatically make you a Luddite. To pick one example among many, Elena Fucci, who farms organically in Italy’s Basilicata region and makes stellar wines there, studied enology and agronomy at the University of Pisa before returning to found her eponymous winery. She says, “We work organically in the vineyard, but we also work in our vineyard with weather stations. It’s not like we’re watching the flowers to see if the petals look funny. The truth is that if you want to work organically or biodynamically, you need more knowledge of science, not less. It’s too easy to say, ‘I did nothing.’ If you know the chemical processes, you know when to intervene intelligently. Then you can repeat quality, not have it be an accident every year.”

Fucci is right. Doing nothing is not an option, because nature itself has absolutely no interest in making wine. Ripe grapes, left to themselves, will be eaten by bugs or animals, or fall to the ground and rot. Human intervention is required, both in the vineyard and in the winery. The real question is what kind and how much.

From its start, wine has been modified, adulterated, added to, subtracted from, and pretty much any other process that might make the vagaries of climate and season conform to the desires of man. Some artificial processes we don’t mind at all—you’d have to look far and wide to find a wine lover who thinks refrigeration is evil. Others seem ill-advised to the point of lunacy: in the 1800s it was common to add plaster (gypsum or calcium sulfate) to wine to brighten its color and to moderate acidity, never mind that drinking those wines occasionally resulted in throat lesions. Colorant additives used at the same time included alum, elderberry husks, and coal tar derivatives. Even more alarmingly, lead acetate, which can cause organ failure and dementia, was sometimes added to wine as a sweetener. If you really want to make a wine dosed with weird additives, I’d actually much prefer you went for Mega Purple. It may be cheating, but at least you won’t be giving your customers brain damage.

However, If you modify what nature has given you to a degree that nature isn’t really represented anymore, if you even out the vagaries of the vintage and tweak the taste to fit a template or style, you may still be making wine, but to me what’s left is a kind of denatured shadow of what wine can be. It may taste good, but it isn’t interesting, or distinctive; it’s an adult beverage product. Which is fine. Sometimes that’s all you need. As a chef said to me once, “Sometimes rice is just rice. Not everything has to be special all the time.” (But it would be a little nuts to write an entire book about non-special wines.)

What spurred writing this book is that I feel the actual experience of drinking real wine, wine made by individual vintners, ones who farm with respect for the planet and invest passion into their work, is simply different. Maybe it’s worth drawing a line to food again. If you cook at home and decide to make eggplant parmesan, even though it’s a complete pain in the neck to make homemade eggplant parm, the version that comes out of your oven will always taste different from what you buy in the frozen food aisle, among other reasons, because you made it. There is a different kind of pleasure to be found in eating something cooked with care at home than something assembled on an industrial food production line. Personal example: When I was a kid, my mother worked nights and my father would often make us hamburgers, operating under the delusional idea that if you mashed the burger against the hot pan until every micro-ounce of juice ran out of it, this was a good thing. Unfortunately, this technique is not a good thing: it’s like putting a hamburger in the electric chair. But I loved those hamburgers, and even now, I remember them as being delicious. There’s a reason the phrase “a home-cooked meal” has resonance, and it’s not simply the familiarity of cliché. The point is that we make the decision to eat real food, as opposed to what the writer Michael Pollan has referred to as “edible foodlike substances,” for a host of reasons. One is that knowing something was made by an actual person with an investment in their work, rather than a large corporation changes our experience of it. Of course, homemade eggplant parmesan and frozen TV dinners will both keep you alive. But eating something that has value to you provides a deeper form of satisfaction than eating something artificial or generic. And the same is true of wine.



This book isn’t meant as an attack on mass-market wines, or the millions of people who enjoy drinking them. Life is complicated and stressful; if something gives you pleasure and doesn’t cause anyone else harm, go for it. If you love Taco Bell tacos, go to town. Order four of them. Order a dozen.

And while it would be easy to demonize all corporate wine producers, and lionize all the little guys, the situation isn’t entirely black-and-white. There are small-scale winegrowers who happily zap their vineyards with Roundup and dose their vines with chemical fertilizers, just as there are large-scale growers who farm organically and conscientiously (California’s Bonterra comes to mind). Reputation and price are not infallible guides, either. Just as the $8 bottle of mass-market Aussie Shiraz you bought may have had its flavors custom-tailored to a consumer study, the $250, 98-point-score Napa Cabernet the next customer splurged on may have been reverse-osmosed down to a vaguely palatable 15.5 percent alcohol.

Instead, my hope here is to celebrate a specific realm of wines: ones whose grapes are grown with care and with concern for the environment; ones that express the character of the place they are from and the sensibility of the person who made them; ones that, if you let them, offer rewards beyond simple flavor. These are wines that can answer three simple questions: Where does it come from? Who made it? How did they grow their grapes and make their wine? If a wine can answer those questions, and the answers feel good to you, then it’s time to find a corkscrew, get a glass, and drink it.




TWO SUSTAINABILITY, ORGANICS, BIODYNAMICS, REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE, AND MORE


“Agriculture must mediate between nature and the human community, with ties and obligations in both directions.”

—Wendell Berry, from “Renewing Husbandry”



If you are not part of the solution, you are part of the problem. Yes, that might be a cliché, but when it comes to the environment, I can’t help but feel that statement is true.

All farming, innately, is a give-and-take between man and nature. But balancing that give-and-take is complicated. Conventional, large-scale, mechanized agriculture largely ignores that two-way street. It takes more than it gives: with it we control nature to the utmost degree possible in order to produce as much volume—of corn, of strawberries, of pigs, of eggs—as possible. In some ways, it’s hard to see a path out of this situation, given that 8 billion humans require a truly stupendous amount of food. Traditional (or, if you like, pre-industrial) farming methods weren’t designed to feed a place like São Paolo, with its metropolitan population of almost 23 million people.

As mentioned, wine isn’t a staple; a hundred million people won’t starve if wine simply vanishes from the face of the earth. But as a result, there’s more freedom to farm grape vines differently, without recourse to systemic chemicals and products, and conscientious growers and winemakers around the world are using that freedom to work in ways that team up with nature rather than tame it. (Vineyards supplying grapes for massive-production, industrial, beverage-product wines are far less likely to operate this way.)

Even so, green approaches in viticulture are subject to the same internecine conflicts that seem to plague all agricultural efforts in this realm. People who are vehement about organic viticulture think sustainability is little better than greenwashing. Biodynamics followers feel that organic viticulture, while it rejects systemic chemical inputs, doesn’t concentrate enough on the ecological viability of the farm as a whole. People who work sustainably, unsurprisingly, get annoyed when someone with similar concerns about the planet tells them that sustainability is BS, and are more than happy to note that neither organic nor biodynamic viticulture addresses what happens outside the narrow realm of farming itself. (Winemaking practices are equally contentious: grow your grapes organically but use sulfur to keep your wine stable in the bottle, and hardline natural-wine lovers will look at you like you’re Satan’s right hand. So, too, with reactions to other additions or modifications.)

Also consider that nearly a third of wine’s impact in regard to carbon footprint and climate change comes from the production and transportation of glass. If you send a wine to the other side of the world, you increase its carbon footprint three times. It’s worth asking—not just for wine—what the real cost of consumer goods is when you take into account their effect on the environment. When you pick up one wine bottle and the glass weighs fourteen ounces, and you pick up another and it weighs two-and-a-half pounds (not an exaggeration), and both are being shipped from, say, Valparaiso, Chile, all the way to Chicago, what is the cost to the planet of the first bottle versus the second?

So, when it comes to wine, what is sustainability? What defines organic viticulture, or biodynamic, or regenerative? Unfortunately, different countries have different standards and different certifying organizations, and there is (as with every movement with noble goals, it seems) plenty of co-opting of terms by big producers and big business. Lately, there’s been a spate of large-scale wine companies adding a “natural” wine to their portfolios. I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest that it seems somewhat unlikely that they really are in tune with Corrado Dottori of La Distesa’s comment that “natural wine is not a ‘brand.’ It is a critical look… at the economic-ecological catastrophe that is today’s world.”

Regardless of all the co-opting and all the internal debates, buying wines that you know came from vineyards that weren’t zapped with systemic weed killers and pumped up with synthetic fertilizers is worth doing both for one’s own body and, even if in a small way, for the world itself. Jason Haas at Tablas Creek Vineyard in Paso Robles, California, has it right when he says, “Agriculture has the potential to be part of the solution to these big picture problems, instead of being part of the problem.” So do wine buyers.


Sustainability

Sustainable agriculture is defined by three main pillars: environmental protection (particularly in terms of conserving natural resources), social equity (workers’ rights and fairness), and economic viability (you aren’t sustainable if you go out of business). It’s both a popular and broadly applicable term, less rigorous generally speaking than organic viticulture, and more easily bandied about in a kind of “well, of course we farm sustainably!” way. But followed diligently, it’s an approach that makes a lot of sense.

The word itself comes from the Latin sustinere, “to hold,” by way of the Old French sostenir, which means “hold up, bear; suffer, endure.” In the fourteenth century, a time of plagues, it meant “endure without failing or yielding.” Given the forest fires, heat spikes, violent hailstorms, and out-of-season, crop-destroying frosts that climate change seems to be giving us, that usage may well come back into play. But the modern use of sustainability more or less refers to avoiding the depletion of natural resources in order to maintain ecological balance. It’s a good goal; it’s also one that more and more vintners are aiming toward every day.

To look at some statistics, in October of 2012, 12.3 percent of the vineyard land in California was certified sustainable. According to the California Sustainable Winegrowing Alliance (CSWA), in 2021 that number had risen to 33 percent: 2,402 vineyards, comprising 204,857 acres of vines.

Do a close-up of Sonoma County, and the membership of the Sonoma County Winegrowers association is 99 percent sustainable. (You do wonder who the holdouts are.) Outside the U.S., the trends are similar. In New Zealand, 98 percent of the country’s vineyards are certified sustainable. Consider Bordeaux, not exactly the fastest region around when it comes to change. In 2014, 34 percent of the total wineries in Bordeaux farmed either organically, sustainably, or were biodynamic certified; today that number is 65 percent, and the region is on course to have 100 percent of the region’s wineries—six thousand, give or take—running some kind of certified sustainable program by 2030.

In vineyards, sustainable certification usually requires utilizing some form of integrated pest management, doing environmental risk assessments, maintaining biodiversity (at least to some degree), and other practices. Sustainable approaches to winery buildings include using recycled materials, relying on solar and other forms of energy generation, rainwater harvesting, natural lighting to reduce energy usage, using recycled paper for labels; that list goes on, too.

And then there are the social aspects of sustainability. Among many examples, wineries might provide daycare for vineyard workers’ children or ESL courses for workers, or donate to local nonprofits. Carbon footprint is a consideration, too.

The hitch, as sustainability’s critics point out, is that it’s a fairly soft approach. Certification from the California Sustainable Wine Alliance, for example, doesn’t actually ban synthetic herbicides, it just suggests they be used sparingly; the idea that you can be sustainable and still spray your weeds with glyphosate (Roundup) strikes many environmentally conscious people as hypocritical, to say the least, if not actually mendacious. The Napa Green sustainability organization puts glyphosate on its “restricted use” list, though if you avoid herbicides and neoniconitoids completely, you get a special “gold level” recognition. (In France, Emanuel Macron announced a plan to ban glyphosate completely by 2021, then backed down on it.)

Regardless, many of the requirements of sustainability as a practice are clearly valuable, and the fact that sustainability looks beyond the boundaries of farming to address climate and social issues is a plus. The question becomes, when it comes to the environment, is some action better than none at all? Personally, I feel it is, but—as they say—it’s complicated.



Organic Viticulture and Winemaking

At its very basic level, organic viticulture specifies what you can and cannot use in your vineyard. What you cannot use is synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, as well as genetically modified seeds or crops. But contrary to what you might expect, organic grape growers are allowed to use chemicals, just none that are synthetic; and compounds that repel pests or act as fungicides are OK, as long as they are not systemic (i.e., absorbed by the plant and distributed through its sap and tissues). So, it’s perfectly all right to use elemental sulfur in an organic vineyard to prevent powdery mildew, but it is definitely not all right to use Quadris Top (a combo platter of azoxystrobin and difenoconazole) for the same purpose.

The obvious benefit is that by farming organically, growers avoid using industrially produced fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides, many of which have very questionable effects on the environment overall, possibly on your own or your workers’ health, too, and distinctly negative effects on soil life. Conventional/industrial farming, at a baseline level, kills the soil; microbiological activity on conventionally farmed land is minimal; and there’s a difference between living soil and dead dirt. But copper sulfate, commonly used in organic viticulture to control downy mildew, isn’t environmentally ideal, either—it’s a heavy metal that can damage soil life, and, as runoff, be deadly to fish, birds, and other creatures. The other problem with organic treatments is that they work on the surface of the plant (not being systemic). That’s fine until it rains, after which you have to reapply them. That means that in a rainy season, organic vintners may need to spray up to four or five times, or even more. For this and many other reasons, in 2018, the EU dramatically tightened the limits on copper use in organic vineyards (a decision greeted with decidedly mixed feelings by organic vintners themselves).

Yet when you consider conventional versus organic viticulture, the choice is fairly clear for anyone who cares about the environment. And organic viticulture is a growing movement. In 2019, only 6.2 percent of the world’s vineyards were certified organic, but that percentage is rising every year. In Italy, for example, organic vineyard acreage rose 57 percent between 2013 and 2018. Spain, which has more organic vineyard area than any other European country—247,000 acres as of 2020—has a growth rate even greater than Italy’s. Organic viticulture is a rising tide, and a beneficial one (as opposed to what the melting of the polar ice caps might produce).

Then there’s organic winemaking. Here the situation gets somewhat baffling. The USDA and EU certifications for organic wine (not organically grown grapes) differ primarily, and dramatically, in the level of sulfites allowed in the finished wine. USDA regulations allow 10 parts per million of added sulfites; EU regulations allow 100 parts per million for reds, and 150 parts per million for whites. So let’s talk about sulfur briefly.

All wine contains sulfites, because sulfur compounds are a by-product of fermentation. The real point of contention is the presence of added sulfites. The upsides are straightforward: adding sulfites, specifically sulfur dioxide, to wine helps prevent oxidation, prevents random bacteria and microorganisms from growing in the wine, and prevents any residual yeasts from causing re-fermentation in the bottle (resulting in fizzy wine or the cork blowing out the top). Adding SO2 early in the winemaking process can also affect the wine’s taste and aroma, how it feels in the mouth, how it will age, and so on. The chemistry gets very complex very rapidly; refer back to your textbooks if you were a chemical engineering major during college, otherwise let’s give it a miss.

There are also downsides to the addition of sulfites, though they do not cause “red wine headaches” or in fact headaches of any sort. If you have sulfite-sensitive asthma, sulfites will make you wheeze, cough, and have trouble breathing. But the incidence of nonasthmatic people with actual sulfite sensitivities is extremely low, and there are plenty of packaged or processed foods with higher sulfite levels than wine. If you’ve ever eaten precut frozen potatoes (e.g., French fries) or dried apricots, both of which typically have far more SO2 than a bottle of wine, without ill effect, then it’s a safe bet that your average bottle of Cabernet isn’t going to do much to you either (except potentially get you drunk).

The impetus to make wine without sulfur additions descends primarily from the work of Jules Chauvet, the Beaujolais winemaker and wine scientist generally regarded as the “father of natural wine.” His feeling was that the use of sulfur inhibited the true character of wine; it throttled native yeasts and stifled the expression of terroir. Chauvet befriended the Beaujolais vigneron Marcel Lapierre, who found his ideas alluring, and convinced several friends to follow them as well; they became the so-called “gang of four,” and from them the natural wine movement more or less grew. The general feeling among natural and non-interventionist wine fans is that sulfur not only inhibits terroir expression but that it dulls down the flavors of wine overall, rendering it less full of life than it might be otherwise.

There’s plenty of debate about this. Some natural winemakers are strictly anti-sulfur (the absolutist “zero-zero” movement). Others do not use added sulfur during the winemaking process, but do use small amounts at bottling, simply to keep wines both fresh and stable. Most winemakers in this book, regardless of whether they consider themselves “natural” or not, fall into a camp that basically feels that the less sulfur you can use, the better, but that it’s also a valuable tool in small amounts (usually far less than what is allowed by law). Then there are conventional winemakers who don’t really have a problem with sulfur use as long as it’s within legal limits.

Because different countries have very different limits about how much added sulfur can be present in a wine before it is allowed to be labeled “organic,” the whole situation for anyone simply trying to buy a bottle is very confusing. In the EU for a wine to be labeled organic, it must have less than 100ppm (parts per million) of sulfur dioxide for red wines, and less than 150ppm for white wines. For Chile, any wine made from organic grapes can be labeled organic wine; there is no sulfite limit. For Australia, it’s 125ppm. On the other hand, the U.S. (the USDA, specifically) limits the amount to 10ppm added sulfur—essentially none. That’s radically less than all other wine-producing countries, and effectively relegates using the USDA Organic seal to a very small group of producers who don’t mind taking risks with the long-term stability of the wine they’ve made. Not being an anti-sulfur fanatic myself, I think the U.S. strictures are fairly absurd, and that we should follow the same standards as the EU. In the end, it’s more important to ask how the grapes were farmed that went into the wine you are drinking. That’s the crucial question. If organic farming matters to you, drink wines from grapes that were grown that way. It’s less worthwhile worrying about whether the wine has the USDA Organic seal on it.



Biodynamics

When I think about biodynamics, I’m always drawn back to a quote from The Magician’s Nephew by C. S. Lewis. In it, Digory, the main character, is transported by a magic ring to an odd wood—the Wood Between the Worlds. Lewis writes, “You could almost feel the trees growing.… This wood was very much alive. When he tried to describe it afterwards Digory always said, ‘It was a rich place: as rich as plum-cake.’ ”

Strike out the word “wood” in the quote above and substitute “farm” or “vineyard” and you are basically talking biodynamics (though I doubt the devoutly Anglican C. S. Lewis would have approved much of biodynamics’ founder, the Austrian theosophical philosopher, educational and agricultural theorist, spiritualist, ostensible clairvoyant, and all-around very odd human Rudolf Steiner).

But visit a biodynamic farm. Take a handful of the farmer’s 500 prep in your hands. The biodynamic 500 prep is manure that’s been buried in a cow horn during the fall and unearthed during the spring. Crumble it and smell it. It doesn’t smell of dung; instead, it smells rich, just as the humming aliveness of the Wood Between the Worlds smelled to Digory in Lewis’s book. Full of life.

The central point of biodynamics is to build life or vitality within the ecological whole of the farm—the soil, but also of course the vines, as well as the local flora and fauna—thus removing the need for outside inputs of any kind. Where biodynamics differs from other types of sustainable or organic farming is in its belief that farming can be attuned to the spiritual forces of the universe. You can thank its founder for that. (To take one example, Steiner felt that as you sleep, “the part of the astral body that permeates the solar plexus and the arms and legs is now the organ of perception, and with the aid of this organ man begins to feel the forces in his astral body that come from the Signs of the Zodiac.” Absolutely, Rudolf.)

And yet. For all their questionable aspects, the “agricultural course” lectures that Steiner gave in 1924 in Koberwitz, Silesia (now Poland), started a movement that has become one of the principal approaches for farmers looking to work in harmony with nature. There are definitely some bizarre aspects to biodynamics, generally descending from Steiner’s anthroposophical beliefs—that, for instance, “the cow has horns in order to reflect inwards the astral and etheric formative forces, which then penetrate right into the metabolic system so that increased activity in the digestive organism arises by reason of this radiation from horns and hoofs.” It’s almost needless to say that despite having plenty of ideas about agriculture, Steiner never worked on a farm a day in his life.

And yet. As Olivier Humbrecht of Zind-Humbrecht in Alsace says, “I’m very happy with something that you cannot explain scientifically, as long as there is a difference you can register. We can’t explain, for instance, why using a certain preparation matters, but we can see the difference, and that is enough explanation for me.” It should probably be noted that Humbrecht holds degrees in both enology and viticulture, and was the first winemaker to achieve the rigorous Master of Wine degree. He’s an extremely rational guy (also an extremely smart guy). Yet he, and any number of brilliant vintners across Europe, the U.S., Australia, and elsewhere, all believe in the efficacy of biodynamics, and they feel that it is manifest both in the health of their vineyards and in the quality of their wines.

Personally, I’m of two minds about biodynamics. There’s no question that the attention to detail it forces in farming a vineyard is beneficial; and its basic underlying principle, that a vineyard (or farm) should be considered an ecological whole, all of its aspects tied together either in health or ill health, seems like an inarguably good idea; so, too, its attention to biodiversity, the use of compost, and, concomitantly, its focus on soil health. I’m less convinced by but prepared to accept the idea that homeopathic levels of treatment (the various preps are typically diluted and sprayed over the vineyard in parts-per-million levels) could have beneficial even if not scientifically measurable effects. But I’m not convinced in the slightest that the constellations or planets affect plant health, or that manure buried in a cow horn attracts and absorbs etheric, life-giving forces from the earth. That latter aspect requires a Kierkegaardian leap of faith—as religion does—out of the rational into the irrational. That’s why I feel that what’s often termed “practicing biodynamics” or noncertified biodynamics, which is usually a form of taking the farming aspects of biodynamics and leaving behind the anthroposophical ones, seems like an entirely reasonable approach to the whole question. And yet, a life without some form of spirituality seems a fairly empty one, to me at least, and it’s hard not to feel that there’s more to the world than we, in our human hubris, can completely understand. As Damien Delecheneau of La Grange Tiphaine, another technically trained winemaker, says, “I come from a scientific background. But I understood at some point that there’s something else above, or different. I call it supra, not super; this moreness in wine. You can’t touch it. You can’t measure it. That’s what I found when I started working with biodynamics.”



Regenerative Agriculture

Regenerative agriculture combines the principles of organic farming with the broader aspects of sustainability: it doesn’t allow for synthetic inputs, and it also promotes practices that help with carbon sequestration, biodiversity, and soil health, among many other goals. And as Jason Hass of Tablas Creek, the first Regenerative Organic Certified vineyard in the United States, says, “A big piece of what differentiates regenerative agriculture is that you use natural processes to mimic what would happen in a wild ecosystem.”

Organics and biodynamics are specifically focused on farming practices. Organic farming restricts what you can use to fight problems like downy mildew or insect pests, but only by substituting less ecologically problematic remedies (in theory; as mentioned, there is lots of debate about copper sulfate in this regard). In essence, it still treats the symptoms, rather than the root causes. Biodynamics focuses on the farm as an ecological whole. In that way it’s much closer to regenerative farming—some skeptics feel that “regenerative” just means biodynamics without all the astrological woo-woo—but there are still significant differences.

Regenerative agriculture goes beyond the immediately local to require that farms minimize their use of limited resources like water and energy, and work specifically toward helping reverse climate change by improving soil health, increasing carbon sequestration, promoting biodiversity, and other strategies. Broadly speaking, the ambition of regenerative farming is to improve the land rather than damage it. Given that there are some 4 billion acres of farmland around the world (and nearly double that of pastureland), if proponents of regenerative agriculture could turn it into a mass, global movement, the earth would unquestionably benefit. Obviously, that’s an uphill struggle.

Regardless: step by step, farm by farm. One of the key aspects of regenerative agriculture is its concentration on soil health, and in that context, farming without tillage. Tilling the soil, turning it over and breaking it up whether by use of a plow pulled by a horse or a Case Ecolo-Tiger 875 disk ripper, in theory increases the loss of soil carbon. In contrast, working with a continual cover crop and no tilling increases carbon sequestration and by extension the microbial life in the soil. Ivo Jeramaz of Grgich Hills in California says, “Any green plant produces carbohydrates through photosynthesis—we all know that. But 50 percent of those carbs are used to feed microbes in a natural system. Every day that you have something green growing”—which in Jeramaz’s case means fifteen to twenty different species of cover crops at all times—“microbes are getting fed. They have to eat. If you have a cow or a dog, they have to eat; why not microbes?” Typically pasture-based animals are also added to the regenerative equation, for two reasons. They graze on the cover crops, which prevents the plants from going to seed and keeps their energy concentrated on growth, and also they produce manure, which they tread into the soil, both fertilizing it and adding additional microbial life.

(Some of regenerative farming dovetails very closely with the philosophies of the Japanese farmer, thinker, and writer Masanobu Fukuoka. Fukuoka proposed, and followed, a form of natural, noninterventionist, “do nothing” farming that requires no plowing or tilling, no chemical fertilizers or prepared compost, no weeding, and, overall, no wasteful effort. His theory was that human intervention into nature disrupts the natural balance, creating more problems than it solves. This approach is described in detail in his influential book The One-Straw Revolution.)

Regenerative agriculture, unlike organics or biodynamics, also requires attention to animal welfare and to farmworkers’ conditions. Animals require the “five freedoms”—from discomfort, from fear and stress, from hunger, from pain and disease, and to express their normal behavior—and farmworkers must not just be paid a living wage, but their feedback has to be actively sought after and acted upon as well.



About Natural Wine

Well, what is “natural” wine?

Let’s start with a legal definition, since the French, who do love a good bureaucratic regulation, made a stab at one in 2020. In March of that year, the Institut National de l’Origine et de la Qualité, otherwise known as the INAO, passed a ruling that for a wine to be certified “Vin Méthode Nature,” grapes must be handpicked, not machine-harvested; they must be certified organic by one of several major certifying organizations; yeasts for fermentation must be naturally occurring in the winery or vineyard, not purchased; additions or adjuncts (citric acid, added tannins, Mega Purple, you name it) or intrusive/manipulative technical processes (spinning cone technology to reduce alcohol, for example) cannot be used; and sulfite content must be under 30mg/liter. Optionally, there’s a second, more restrictive version of the certification, “vin méthode nature sans sulfites ajoutés,” which requires absolutely no added sulfites.

Finally, problem solved! Merci, French governmental minions. That’s natural wine.

The hitch here is that the entire natural wine movement—and it is a movement—doesn’t really like categorization. Or certification. Or government regulations. Or rules. Natural winemakers tend to have a very “You’re going to tell me how to make my wine? Fuck off!” sensibility. It is essentially the punk rock of fermented grape juice.

So here’s a short, more de facto definition of natural winemaking: nothing added, nothing removed.

Here’s another: as little intervention as possible, zero intervention if achievable.

And here are some words: low-intervention, low-tech, lo-fi, untouched, un-fucked-with, raw, wild, savage, natty, alive.

That may help make things a bit clearer, but it’s also worth taking a look at how “natural wine” got its start. Natural wine saw a slow, organic (appropriately) growth. To pick a good moment, though, let’s land on 1978. That was when a young vintner in Beaujolais, Marcel Lapierre, dissatisfied with the wines of that era (lots of chemical treatments in the vineyards; lots of sulfur, chaptalization, and manufactured yeasts in the wineries) came under the sway of the négociant, winemaker and scientist Jules Chauvet. Chauvet’s philosophy might be summed up in this quote from the book Le Vin en Question: “Wine, wine should be naked. I shall go even further; it is the wine without sulfur anhydride (SO2), without sugar, without anything.” That approach struck a chord.

Lapierre started talking to his friends, and soon the group—Lapierre, Jean Foillard, Jean-Paul Thévenet, and Guy Breton, dubbed by their U.S. importer Kermit Lynch “the gang of four”—began practicing what Chauvet preached. Over time awareness of their work and their wines spread, and started influencing like-minded winemakers throughout France. (Chauvet influenced vintners not in Beaujolais as well—Pierre Overnoy in Jura, for example—and also there were winemakers in other countries who landed on a similar noninterventionist philosophy without Chauvet’s influence at all, such as Eduard Rebholz at Weingut Ökonomierat Rebholz in Germany’s Pfalz region.)

By the mid 1990s, a few Parisian wine bars were focusing on these new “natural” wines. Other producers throughout Europe who were similarly dissatisfied with industrial farming and winemaking approaches were starting to be intrigued as well. (In Italy, particularly, there was a kind of cross-pollination from the work of Friuli’s Josko Gravner, who had been inspired by the qvevri [amphora] wines of Georgia; those, in essence, are the original natural wines, part of a tradition that stretches back more or less untouched for eight thousand years.)

Natural wines represent a truly minuscule fraction of the wine sold in the world—but over the years, the movement has unquestionably been influential. By 2000 or so, groundbreaking importers such as Jenny Lefcourt in the U.S. were focusing solely on natural wines; others, such as Kermit Lynch and Neal Rosenthal, had long had wineries in their portfolios that for all practical purposes were “natural” producers even if their primary focus was a somewhat broader umbrella of… well, let’s call them real wines.

And that to me is the problem, and indeed part of the reason for this book. Because where’s the line? Why, for instance, is Burgundy’s Domaine de Villaine somehow not a “natural” wine producer while La Grange Tiphaine in the Loire is? Both farm biodynamically. Both use native yeasts, minimal sulfur, and don’t manipulate their wines. In fact, Damien Delecheneau at Grange Tiphaine has more scientific training than Pierre de Benoist at Domaine de Villaine does. So why is one “natural” and the other not?

The truth is that philosophically there’s very little difference between them. But, different importers. Different fans. Different listeners, you could say. Natural wine, as much as it is a philosophy and an approach to making wine, is also a social movement, a group identity. In a lot of ways, it’s a club. And, as we all know from high school, what’s the point of having a club unless there are people who can’t get in?

Some aspects of the self-defining realm of natural wine do set it apart, principally a general (but not universal) willingness to accept some characteristics that most winemakers would see as flaws as, at worst, simply part of the character of the wine, and at best, virtues. These include brettanomyces (“Brett”), a yeast that produces volatile compounds that will make a wine smell (if you do not like Brett) of a sweaty horse, or a Band-Aid box, or a barnyard, or (if you do like it) appealingly funky. Volatile acidity is another. At low levels VA, as it’s called, can either be mildly off-putting or actually appealing depending on your taste (at minimal levels, VA can sort of “lift” the flavors of a wine, or—perhaps a better way to say it—throw them into higher relief). At high levels, though, it smells of vinegar or nail polish remover or both. The flaw called “mouse,” or gout de souris, is caused by compounds known as tetrahydropyridines, and will make a wine smell like a mouse cage and/or dirty socks; that one’s felt to be a negative by almost everyone (not exactly a surprise). Mouse occurs almost exclusively in natural wines, is only detectable after you taste the wine (it’s activated by saliva, interestingly), and is pretty clearly tied to not using sulfur (SO2) during fermentation. The bad news: natural winemakers largely abhor using sulfur during fermentation. The good news: not everyone can detect mouse. Some of us are anosmic to one, two, or all three of the primary compounds that cause it.

Is acceptance of these flaws a good thing? A bad thing? That depends on your definition of “flaw,” of course. As the philosopher David Hume wrote in 1757, “Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty.” Of course, Hume argued as well for the presence of an objective standard as a kind of counterpoint to that. By general objective standards—i.e., the dominant idea of what wine should be—Brett is a flaw whether you intended to have it in your wine or not. But one of the natural wine movement’s values has been to hold a mirror up to those general objective standards and say, “Wait a minute. Who says so? And who says they’re right?”

For me, natural wine’s birth as a corrective to chemical/industrial winemaking is inspiring, and its basic premise that less intervention is better than more makes a lot of sense. (Semantic quibbles that wine has always involved intervention—Farming! Crushing grapes! Refrigeration!—tend to elide the main point.) I find minor amounts of Brett or VA to be fine, if they are in balance with the other characteristics of the wine (but mouse is right out, sorry).

That said, I also find that too many natural wines allow acceptance of what are traditionally considered flaws to masquerade as expression of place. When Brett or VA or other intrusive notes blot out the character of the site or the nature of the fruit, I put the glass aside. A Brett-bomb doesn’t smell of terroir; it smells of volatile phenol compounds. (And if you say to someone in that case that they “just don’t understand the wine,” then congrats: you’re an old-school wine snob, just hiding under your cool-kid hat.)

In the end the best thing is to take the winemaker’s sensibility and intentions into account. If those are entirely at odds with what you think wine should be, or if you simply find the result in the bottle unpleasant, don’t drink the wine. Don’t like punk rock? Don’t listen to punk rock. On the other hand, just because you don’t like Black Flag, or free jazz, or having your ears pummeled by Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring does not mean you have no taste and only listen to yacht rock. The black-and-white anathemas issued by both sides—“all natural wine is crap” or “all conventional wine is crap”—are reductive and tiresome. (And I actively dislike, as is probably clear, the way that natural wine, despite its down-to-earth/of-the-people sheen, has actively co-opted some of the pretentiousness that always lurks around wine, and coupled it to indie-exclusionary-cool.)

The unfortunate rhetorical implication in the term “natural wine” is that all other wine is somehow unnatural, which creates a false division for wine buyers between a lot of terrific wine producers who are for all practical purposes making wine with the same respect for nature and dislike of overt manipulation. The actual border, which to me is far more significant, is the one between wine that’s industrially or mass-produced, generic, and environmentally irresponsible and, well, real wine; that is, the kinds of wines and wineries covered in these pages.



To Certify or Not to Certify

Certification, basically a stamp of approval by an outside organization on your farming or winemaking practices, whether sustainable, organic, biodynamic, or regenerative, is a somewhat complicated issue. At first look, it seems simple: if you farm organically, for instance, certainly you should apply for organic certification, right? After all, that seal gives consumers a guarantee that what you say you are doing actually is what you’re doing—and, in a world where words like “sustainable” and “organic” are more and more effective as selling points for food and wine, accountability matters.

At the same time, there are plenty of ecologically responsible growers who either do not want to be certified or who work outside the approved rule books. (And then there are growers who are certified, but for whatever reason decline to put it on their label.) Nigel Greening at New Zealand’s Felton Road points out some of the problems: “We’re now twenty-odd years into organics and most of our wine is not labeled organic. That’s not because it isn’t organic. It’s just because of the sheer grief of the details of trying to deal with forty-five different markets around the world, each with their own organic rules and variations.”

Certification is also complicated when it comes to biodynamics, because many growers use biodynamic practices in their vineyards, but have no interest in (or even antipathy toward) the more theosophical or quasi-spiritual aspects of the approach. Or they simply dislike the idea of paying a yearly fee to Demeter, one of the two biodynamic certifying organizations, which is based on a total percentage of the winery’s sales (Demeter also raised eyebrows with U.S. grape growers by trademarking the word “biodynamic.” If you are pro-Demeter, you’ll agree with their argument that this prevents corporations and suchlike from hijacking the word and rendering it meaningless, the way the term “natural” essentially is when it comes to food. If you are anti-Demeter, you will probably instead see it as a fee-based money-grab. Both sides have a point).

In any case, each profile in this book clarifies whether a winery or estate is certified in whatever farming practices it follows. If an entry simply says “sustainable,” “organic,” or “biodynamic,” then the owners have either chosen not to pursue certification or, in some cases, are in the process (organic certification usually takes about three years). If it says “certified organic” or “certified biodynamic,” well, they are certified. Whether certification is a crucial consideration for buying someone’s wine is up to you. But if it’s any help, I didn’t include anyone in this book who I thought was bullshitting me about their farming practices.

The following are the certifications most commonly found on wine labels (usually on the back on the bottle, though not always). There are a lot; this is by no means a comprehensive list. Also, some wineries will also state on the label, “made with organic grapes.” This relates to the USDA’s extremely low added-sulfite allowance for wines with the USDA organic symbol; in essence, “made with organic grapes” is the vintner pointing out that they grew their grapes organically, but that they think the USDA rules for winemaking itself are problematically restrictive (a fair call).


Sustainable


	Certified California Sustainable Winegrowing (CCSW)

	Certified Sustainable Wine of Chile

	EntWine (Australia)

	HVE (Haute Valeur Environmentale) (France)

	Integrity and Sustainability Certified (South Africa)

	LEED (for buildings; international)

	LIVE (Low Input Viticulture & Enology)

	Lodi Rules

	Napa Green

	New Zealand Sustainable Winegrowing

	Salmon Safe (USA)

	SIP (Sustainability in Practice) Certified (USA)

	Sustainable Austria

	Sustainable Wine Australia

	Sustainable Wine South Africa

	V.I.V.A. (Italy)





Organic


	Agriculture Biologique / AB (France)

	Argencert (Argentina)

	Austria Bio Garantie / ABG (Austria)

	BioGro (New Zealand)

	CCOF (California Certified Organic Farmers)

	Ecocert (France/EU)

	Ecovin (Germany)

	Euro Leaf (EU)

	Letis (Argentina)

	Nature et Progrès (France)

	Oregon Tilth

	Organic Farm New Zealand

	USDA Organic





Biodynamic


	Biodyvin (Europe)

	Demeter

	Respekt-BIODYVIN (Austria/Germany/Italy)





Regenerative


	Regenerative Organic Certified (USA)








THREE HOW TO DRINK WINE


“Wine is, after man, the most adept at telling stories. It is capable of broadcasting messages vast and ancient. It introduces itself with a complete set of identity papers. When I taste a wine, I taste everything that has ever happened in the land where it was raised. I meet the people who grew it and I feel the hands that touched it. I know it sounds like a bit of stretch to say that. But wine lives in and of itself.”

—Luigi Veronelli, December 1984



I know, I know: How hard is it? You pick up a glass, take a sip, and swallow. But look for a moment at any wine magazine in the world, and you’re apt to read something along these lines: “Pale lemon-gold color. Exotic nose combines ripe pineapple, sultry mango, navel orange, peach skin, acacia honey, and smoky oak. The palate is concentrated and exotic, an electric fruit bomb with rich, tropical flavors of ripe pineapple, pear, apricot, and mango.” The implication is that if you pick up a glass of that wine, then that’s going to be your experience of it. And if that’s not your experience, then… maybe you’re doing something wrong?

But let’s pause here. What makes an aroma “exotic”? And does the liquid in your glass actually taste like a mixture of pineapples, pears, apricots, and mangoes? And, even if it does, how does that help you? Will you derive more pleasure from it knowing that the wine smells—in theory—of pineapple, mango, orange, peach skin, acacia honey, and smoky oak? What if you don’t smell those things? Are you some sort of nose-challenged loser? (Answer: No.)

Translating flavors and aromas into words is not easy. As the scholar Christopher Ricks once pointed out, literature is the only art where the criticism is in the same language as the art itself. Writing about taste or smell is like writing about music, or dance; you’re using words to describe something nonverbal. But even so, it’s pretty clear to me that wine writing of what could be called the American pseudoscientific taxonomy school—or the fruit-salad school—just doesn’t do all that much for anyone who’s actually drinking a glass of wine.

The real question, when it comes to describing a wine, is what matters? Does it matter that a wine tastes like raspberries rather than black cherries? Would you buy a wine based on whether it tasted like one or the other? Can you actually imagine how the wine will taste in your own mouth from a list like “mangoes, pineapples, pears, apricots, and oak”? The only place you’d normally find all those flavors together (sans the oak) is at a smoothie shop.

The words that writers use to describe wine fall roughly into three categories: factual, relational, and impressionistic. Saying a wine smells of new oak, if it was indeed aged in new oak barrels, is factual. The wine literally
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