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Introduction

What should the story of wine be all about? The flavours of the wines? Of course. If we know what they’re like, that is. Some of the flavours are brand new, some are old as time. Some we can experience tonight. Some haven’t been experienced for a thousand years. But they’re all relevant to our story. From the beginning of wine time to now, flavours have come, flavours have gone, some flavours have come again, and they’re all part of this story.

And the bottle, the decanter, the glass? These are all part of wine’s history. To begin with, they didn’t exist. When wine began, glass didn’t exist. So the invention of glass, the improvements made in glass, both as an artistic delight and as a reliable receptacle – these are crucial to our story. The bottle, which nowadays seems so integral to a part of wine, is really quite recent. Hollow glass vessels may have been crafted as long ago as 1500 BC. But bottles with necks and with corks to put in them only really became commonplace in the 17th century. They’re both important to our story.

Since the 17th century, the bottle, stoppered with its cork, has almost been the visual definition of wine. Along with its label, of course. But labels didn’t really figure until the 1860s, since when they rapidly became the most important way to declare what was in the bottle. They also became the most effective method of advertising and marketing. And this remains so to this day. The label is as important a part of our story as the flavour of the wine is.

And if the flavour, the bottle and the label are so important – what about more rarefied matters? The myths of wine, the legends of wine, the rituals of wine, the importance of wine in religious life, in political life, in trade – all of these are exciting parts of the story, and I talk about them all. I haven’t even mentioned the vineyards, and with them the magic and the mystique of foreign lands and intriguing, seductive cultures whose images inhabit the dreams of so many wine lovers, especially those living in cold, northern climes, whose minds drift longingly towards the warm south in their drab winter months. The wines from these vineyards used to come from a mere handful of countries, mostly Western European. Not any more.

At the end of the 20th century, a worldwide wine revolution was led by so-called ‘New World’ producers. Some, like California and Australia, had been growing grapes and making wine since the early 19th century. Some, like South America and South Africa, had been at it for even longer. And some, like New Zealand’s South Island, were starting from scratch. But they threw themselves into this crazy activity of trying to make wines whose whole objective was to give pleasure to the wine drinker.

Haven’t wine producers always done that? No, they haven’t. Sometimes because they didn’t care to, but just as often because they didn’t know how. The New World taught the Old World how. And then the Old World returned the compliment by slowly revealing the secrets that made their best wines the best wines in the world. These are wonderful stories, and I tell them all, right up to what is happening today.

What is happening today is very challenging. Climate change is shoving aside the old certainties of centuries. Wineries are being swept away by fire. Whole wine regions are being crippled by frost and hail, drought and flood. These stories must be told, but also the stories of hope. Of how climate change is encouraging people to grow vines in more and more extreme and unlikely places – further north, further south, higher, lower. Extreme parts of China, the chilly slopes of northern Japan, Tasmania in Australia, Patagonia in South America, states like Virginia and New York in the USA are all producing wines where the old timers said it wasn’t possible.

And whole countries who never even took their own puny efforts seriously are now triumphantly proving that they can make wines that range from the interesting to the outstanding. The Low Countries and Scandinavia in Europe, Canada in the Americas, and, perhaps most of all, England in all its maritime glory, wedged between the Atlantic and the North Sea. All of these stories make up the thrilling history of wine.

And in between, there are fascinating oddball stories – of France’s First World War ‘Blood Vintages’, of Nazi wine, of the birth of Liebfraumilch and Mateus Rose and Gallo’s Hearty Burgundy – these are all important. Beaujolais Nouveau is important, White Zinfandel is important. Synthetic corks and screwcaps and bag-in-box are as important to many wine drinkers as the 1855 Classification of Bordeaux, the effect on wine’s character of uber critic Robert Parker and uber consultant Michel Rolland, the births of Burgundy and Tokaji, Rioja, vintage port, sherry and champagne. I tell the story of them all.

If I count up the number of stories, going from 6000 BC and the probable birth of a wine culture in ancient Georgia, through the fact and fiction of Persia, Egypt, Greece and Rome and then on along the fascinating cluttered trail right up to the trends and tribulations of now – I tell, well, over a hundred stories, and woven into these tales are probably a hundred more. And I use endless illustrations to add colour and excitement to the stories, and to make your mouths water, and your eyes mist over with imagining – and your hand reach for the bottle – or the can, or the laminated pouch – of wine.

These stories are told to make wine more alive, to bring wine’s wonders closer to you, and also to make you think, to ask you to ponder wine’s past – where it comes from; wine’s present – where it is now; and wine’s future – where it is going. Wine’s past was both good and bad. Wine’s present is more good than bad. What will wine’s future be?
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The Georgians used to line their 9000-litre earthenware jars with beeswax, fill them with crushed grapes, bury them and leave them until ready. Traditionalists still use exactly the same methods.



6000 BC

Where Did It All Start?

It would be nice to be able to say where winemaking started, but it’s a movable feast. For a long time, no one seemed to care too much about what happened before the Greeks and Romans, but in the last decade there has been a rising tide of interest in the Transcaucasus – in Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan – and also in Turkey’s Southern Anatolia and the Zagros mountains of Iran.

So if I choose Georgia as my starting point, it’s just that of all the potential candidates, Georgia has preserved and cherished a wine culture more closely linked to its past than any of the other countries. It certainly makes wines whose tastes are completely, utterly removed from the experience of any normal modern wine drinker. And it uses methods of winemaking that you couldn’t invent in a modern world; you could only inherit them through the mists of time, maybe as far back as human records go. I’ve tasted a fair few now. Some have made me give thanks for the progress of science over the past 8000 years. But some have stopped me in my tracks, made me metaphorically throw down my notebook, scour my mind free of preconception, and wallow in amazement that after so many years of winetasting something entirely new and thrilling can still stun me. Here’s just one example. It’s a 2011 from the white Kisi grape. I’d never heard of it before. The wine – stems, skins, everything – spent six months in a submerged clay jar before emerging bright orange, smelling of chamomile, straw and peaches, tasting as chewy as any red; earthy, as though they should have washed the grapes first; bitter as tarpaulin, zesty as orange peel, rich as dried figs. And would I want a second glass? Absolutely, yes I would. Wouldn’t you want a second glass of something as close to the wine style of 8000 years ago as you could get?

So what is this wine style? Well, firstly Georgia could be seen to be the crucible from which many of Europe’s modern wine grape varieties emerged.

Certainly winemaking evidence has been found in Georgia dating way back into the sixth millennium BC. And how would they have made this wine? Georgians would hollow out a tree trunk, fill it with grapes, tread them, and then tip the juice, skins, pips and even stems into a big beeswax-lined clay jar called a qvevri. They would then seal it and leave the whole grape soup to ferment, for six months, or a year, before cracking it open and drinking it. Is that how they did it? That’s how they do it now, in the villages and small towns of Georgia. And if they weren’t the first to make wine, perhaps they were the first to give wine a name. The Georgians call wine gvino and the vintage month of October Gvinobistve – the month of wine. Where did the Greeks get oenos from? The Italians vino? The French vin? The English ‘wine’?
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The moment of truth. The lid’s taken off the kvevri and in goes the ladle. Fill the decanter. Celebrate a tradition going back 8000 years.










C. 2350 BC

Wine in Legend and Myth

Since drinkers love to spin tales, it’s not surprising that there are a fair few legends about the discovery of wine and the planting of vineyards, which may – or may not – have an element of truth about them.

But they certainly have an element of plausibility, especially since the most ancient tales do imply that no one invented wine, it just happened one joyful day. After all, wild vines had been growing across great swathes of the world for millennia beyond count. Yeasts would have been sitting on their grape skins for at least as long. It was only a question of time before there was a lucky accident, and wine, as if by magic – or, if you wish, by divine intervention – occurred.

The most famous story comes from ancient Persia (Iran today) and concerns King Jamshid, one of the heroic figures of Persian mythology. Jamshid liked eating grapes throughout the year, and his servants would carefully store grapes in jars for him to eat out of season. Obviously one jar hadn’t been packed carefully enough, because the grapes had split and out had seeped the juice, which then fermented.

Whoever opened that jar must have got a hell of a shock as the alcohol fumes and the sweet-sour pong of fermentation wafted up. Yuck. Probably poisonous, maybe some devious magical trick. Whatever. The jar was marked poison and put to one side. But a member of Jamshid’s harem had noticed this jar of ‘poison’. She was at her wit’s end with ‘nervous headaches’, and decided to put an end to it by drinking the poison. The story goes that she was overcome and fell asleep, then awoke miraculously refreshed and cured of her headaches. I’d have thought she’d have a skull-splitter.

The story doesn’t relate that the night before she got very high-spirited, starting singing lewd football songs, and had to be restrained from ripping her kit off and dancing on the kitchen table. But she obviously liked this ‘poison’ because she went back and finished off the jar. Attagirl!

After which Jamshid took over, ordered more grapes to be given the ‘poison’ treatment, and declared wine a sacred medicine. He presumably couldn’t wait to give it a go himself. Well, this seems entirely likely to me. And it’s actually possible that the wine tasted quite good because they might have dried the grapes into raisins to preserve them through the winter, and so the ‘poison’ could have been rather rich and exotic.

Now, Jamshid was Persian. A bit further south, in Mesopotamia, the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh has Enkidu, a ‘wild man of the woods’, being given his first glass of wine. ‘He drank seven times. His thoughts wandered. He became hilarious. His heart was full of joy and his face shone.’ Sounds pretty familiar to me.

We’ve all been there. It’s possible this was date wine. But it could have been raisin wine. And the vines could have been wild. Or they could have been cultivated.

The Bible gives us the story of the first vineyard owner – Noah. In the Book of Genesis, pretty much the first thing Noah did after the great flood waters subsided, around 2350 BC, was to plant a vineyard. He also got drunk the first time he tried his wine – men never change. But the area where legend has it that Noah’s ark finally came to rest is around Mount Ararat, in the Caucasus mountains, on the Turkish–Armenian border. Well, it’s not just legend but sound archaeological evidence which tells us that either this region, or just a little further north, in Georgia, is where the first wineries probably were set up, and where mankind began to cultivate and civilise the wild vines whose grapes he might have been feasting off for a million years and more.
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A fantastic Australian red wine named after the Persian king Jamshid (also called Jamsheed).










2000–146 BC

Greece

It’s not so much that we would swoon over the flavours of ancient Greek wine – there’s every reason to believe that we wouldn’t – but Greece is important partly because it’s really the first society whose wine-drinking we can relate to. Even quite ordinary people sometimes got a slug of it, and Greek writers have been translated into readable English for centuries.

Greece is also the stepping-off point for the spread of wine and the vine through Europe. The Romans may be more famous for establishing vineyards in places like Spain, France, Germany and even England, but who got the Romans going? The Greeks. And they also had a wine god who sounded like a lot of fun, Dionysus. He didn’t start out as a wine god – vegetation and fertility were his first responsibilities, but you can sort of see how that could eventually lead to wine: vegetation, the vine, grapes, wine, parties, loss of self-control, fertility issues. But, hang on. How did wine and divinity get tangled up? Well, the thing about wine was that no one knew how or why fermentation happened. Magic? Divine intervention? And if you drank the wine, your spirits were transformed, your inhibitions vanished. Was that the effect of the divine creation of wine? Or was the god of wine actually in the wine? Were we drinking a god? To the ancient Greeks, perhaps we were.

It’s an important point, because the Greeks were not, in general, heavy drinkers. And when they did drink, they often diluted their wine significantly. The poet Hesiod drank his at three parts water, one part wine. Homer’s tipple was 20 parts water to one of wine – keeping his head clear to finish the Iliad on time. Getting drunk was not a typical Greek activity. Except when they were involved in the quasi-religious business of worshipping Dionysus, God of Wine.

Understandably, Dionysus became one of the Greeks’ most popular gods, and the regular Dionysian festivals became more and more rowdy, so the authorities nationalised them, thereby neutering their subversive nature. Politics 101.

Indeed, it was a Greek poet, Eubulus, who first set out a kind of drinkers’ route map that still makes sense. He wrote: ‘Three bowls do I mix for the temperate: one to health, which they empty first, the second to love and pleasure, the third to sleep. When this bowl is drunk up, wise guests go home. The fourth bowl is ours no longer, but belongs to violence, the fifth to uproar, the sixth to drunken revel, the seventh to black eyes, the eighth is the policeman’s, the ninth belongs to biliousness, and the tenth to madness and hurling the furniture.’ Ah yes, that brings my student Saturday nights right back.

Sweetness was the quality most sought after in ancient wines. Greek wines could be divided into two styles: early picked – thin, raw, quick to go sour – drunk by hoi polloi; and sweet wines made from fully ripe grapes that were laid on frames in the sun and covered with reeds until they shrivelled and intensified their sugar. They were then added to a clay jar of sweet grape juice for a week before being pressed and fermented.

The resulting wine was sweet and could age, but it was the Romans who took this concept to the next level.

And how did the Romans get the idea? Well, the Greeks settled in southern Italy, and brought their vines with them. The base of the Italian peninsula was called Greater Greece; and Syracuse in Sicily was at one time the biggest of all Greek cities. The Greeks also took wines and vines as far afield as southern France, North Africa and western Russia. But it was the Romans who did the hard yards of establishing Western Europe’s vineyards.








1480–1300 BC

Egypt

Tombs. They’re not the first place you’d look to find out about a nation’s drinking culture. But Egypt’s tombs weren’t your normal six-foot-under jobs. For kings and high officials, tombs were decorated with elaborate paintings and murals that are an archaeologist’s dream.

The tombs were also filled with jars of wine. The most famous tomb of all is that of Tutankhamun (c. 1341–1323 BC), whose tomb held 36 jars of wine marked according to style, year, area of production and the name of the producer.

One example reads: ‘Year Four. Wine of very good quality of the House of Aten on the Western River. Chief Vintner Kha’y.’ That’s fantastic – the vintage, the quality, which estate in which area, and the guy who made it. All we now need to know is what it tasted like, but we’d need a hotline to the afterlife to find out, because these jars of wine were never opened. Even so, this is the first example of a civilisation taking such pains about the provenance of a wine – you can almost feel the stirrings of an Appellation Contrôlée system on the Nile Delta.

Interestingly, it is the tombs of less exalted figures that give us the greatest insight into Egyptian wine, and they demonstrate that vineyard management and winery techniques were highly developed. Firstly, the western delta of the Nile was reckoned to be the best area for vines, with wine from Lake Mariout, hard by the Mediterranean, particularly praised. Most of the vines were grown on trellises, though later tombs show vines attached to poles or papyrus reeds for support. A mural in the tomb of Khaemwaset, from about 1480–1425 BC, has a particularly comprehensive view of the whole process. Grapes were grown on a high pergola – useful for providing shade and reducing evaporation in a hot country as well as making grape harvesting simple. Since the vines were growing in the silty delta, terraces of higher ground were built to provide less fertile, and less flood-prone, conditions.

The grapes were taken to the winery and put in a shallow trough and trodden. The treaders supported themselves with straps hanging from a pole – good thinking: it can get very slippery treading grapes.

The juice was then transferred to amphorae where it fermented, often quite furiously in the warm conditions, before the amphorae were sealed with clay, stamped with the details of the estate and the winemaker – and, in this case, transported down the Nile to what seems to be the guy’s tomb. Other tomb murals show evidence of a wine press – the trodden grapes are put onto a big linen cloth hung like a hammock that is then literally wrung like a rudimentary mangle. This would also help filter the juice. There is also some evidence of wine being siphoned through pipes. And some pictures show vintners heating up the grape juice to boil into a very sweet grape syrup, a favourite activity of the Romans for sweetening wine. There are also pictures of women being sick and comatose men being carried out of feasts by their servants.

So, although wine-drinking was very much an upper-class activity in ancient Egypt – the everyday drink was beer – the Egyptians set down a lot of the principles that the Greeks and Romans followed. And of particular importance is their development of amphorae – the tall earthenware jars whose pointed bottoms could be buried in sand and so transported without breaking, and whose narrow necks were easily sealed to prevent air from attacking the wine.

In an attempt to solve the endless question of – yes, but what did it taste like? – an Egyptian called Nestor Gianaclis, in 1903, reckoned he’d found the old vineyard soils hidden under desert sands; they were chalky and seemed entirely suitable. He planted over 70 grape varieties over the next 30 years, but never came up with a wine that most self-respecting Pharaohs would want to take with them to the afterlife.
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The tomb of Khaemwaset, from about 1480–1425 BC, shows vine pergolas and wines fermenting in amphorae.
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The tomb of Nakht (c. 1400 BC) shows a trough being used for treading grapes; the Romans adopted this method.
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A Phoenician amphora recovered from a shipwreck off the coast of Cyprus, with the owner’s and the wine inspector’s names inscribed.



800-300 BC

Phoenicia

The Phoenicians are best known for being the first of the nations whose objective in life was not to go round conquering people through rapine, pillage and slaughter, but rather to quietly offer the chance for peaceful, almost defiantly non-violent trading relationships.

One particular method of trade that they developed as they carefully picked their way along the north African coast was called ‘dumb-trading’. The Phoenicians would land on a beach and leave a variety of goods that they wished to trade. Then they would retreat and wait. The local tribes be they Nubians, Berbers or whatever, would come down to the beach and place some gold by the goods. The Phoenicians would return, and if there was enough gold, they’d take it and head off. If there wasn’t enough gold, they’d withdraw again and allow the locals to add a bit more. And they never got into fights, because they hardly ever came face to face with their trading partners. Non-violent trade at its most sublime.

The Phoenicians are also important because they, among one or two other candidates like the Syrians and the Egyptians, just might be credited with inventing the glass – the vessel from which to drink wine, though not, as yet, the bottle. There is some evidence of glass being made in the Bronze Age in Egypt and Mesopotamia, and certainly archaeologists think that hollow glass vessels were being made around 1500 BC, but the technique then got lost, only to re-emerge in the 8th century BC in the same region, as well as in nearby Phoenicia, situated mainly in what is now the small fertile enclave of Lebanon.

This wasn’t a glassblowing technique – that came later. The Phoenician discovery, or rediscovery, entailed dipping a bag of sand into molten glass, moulding the shape of the glass by rolling it along a flat stone surface and then, when the glass had cooled, emptying out the sand – and you had a drinking vessel. The idea of blowing glass also originates in the area – maybe Syria, maybe Phoenicia – in about the 1st century BC, whence it took off, on the back of the Roman Empire’s expansion, all over Europe.

By the 1st century BC, Phoenician power had faded away, but their influence is still with us, because they invented the written alphabet – as a writer it would be churlish of me not to say ‘thank you’ – then promptly gave it to the Greeks. But it is as traders and explorers that the Phoenicians are now largely remembered. If you look at their position on the Mediterranean coast, it’s absolutely made for trading, situated between powerful civilisations to the south, east and north.

They established trading ports or colonies all around the Mediterranean, on the North African coast, and in southern Spain and Portugal, establishing the great city civilisation of Carthage (modern-day Tunis) as well as Cádiz at the mouth of Spain’s Guadalquivir River. It is distinctly possible that it was Phoenician traders coming down from Ancient Persia with vine cuttings – the wine-producing city of Shiraz was one of their favourite sources – who introduced vine varieties to Europe, via Cyprus and Greece; varieties that are the forerunners of many modern white varieties in particular.

And they were also great vinegrowers and winemakers themselves. The wine of Byblos, a northern Phoenician town, was famous in Greece. The typical pattern of trade was to sell wine to the locals, get them fond of it, then establish vineyards to facilitate a cheaper and more profitable supply. The Romans were desperately jealous of their vineyard skills, causing Cato to demand, ‘Carthage must be destroyed.’ The Phoenicians famously didn’t like to sail out of sight of land, and only hopped over to Spain and Portugal because of the narrowness of the Strait of Gibraltar. They pioneered right up the Douro and Tagus rivers in Portugal and the Guadalquivir and Ebro in Spain.

On the Ebro they got as far as Rioja, so when the Romans arrived there was a thriving little wine culture just waiting to be developed.








300 BC–AD 200

Rome

What have the Romans ever done for us? Well, by the time the Roman Empire collapsed in the 5th century AD, they’d pretty much set in place everything we now regard as normal for professional wine production.

Obviously they didn’t have modern machinery, but as they were such prolific writers we can get a fair picture of what the world of wine was like in Roman times. They got the idea of wine from the Greeks, who had colonised the southern part of Italy to such an extent that it was called ‘Greater Greece’. But Greece’s last grand hurrah was in the 4th century BC when Alexander the Great created his vast empire. By the middle of the 1st century BC, Greek power was just a memory, and the new, hard-nosed Romans were taking their place.

And they did have an awful lot of wine writers. Everyone seemed to put their oar in – Cato, Horace, Virgil, Ovid, Pliny, Galen. They were all trying to tell us the best way to run a vineyard and make wine, and how to drink it. Horace tells us how wine improves with age; Virgil tells us about the virtues of late-harvesting the grapes and how to install drainage in damp vineyards. But it was Cato and a guy called Columella who really created primers for the winemaker. Cato set down the rules for efficient, large-scale wine estates, whereas Columella described methods of pruning and trellising, yield, harvesting dates and the like that still resonate today. His method of staked vines is still used in the northern Rhone and Mosel in Germany. Pliny actually classified the wines into different ranks, and he was also the first person to begin to categorise grape varieties. He reckoned there were 80 good varieties in Italy and some of them may still exist. Greco di Tufo is a wine made near Naples from the Greco grape that locals believe is one of the ancient Roman varieties. Fiano might be another, as might Piedirosso (‘red-stalked’), which is still grown near Mount Vesuvius.

Modern dry table wines bear no resemblance to Roman wine, but some of the Romans’ winemaking methods might have a few modern parallels. They used to seek a heavily oxidised, sweet style and achieved this in a similar way to traditional Vin Santo, still made in Tuscany. Amphorae of wine were left open to the air, mixed with boiled grape juice, then left to sit in the sun ‘not more than four years’. The Romans also made use of the fumarium, a loft over a smoke room, so that the wine was heated, smoked, oxidised and pasteurised, all at once – just as Madeira is today. The most famous Roman wine, a Falernian wine from near Naples, made in 121 BC, is known as the Opimian vintage. It was still being drunk over 100 years later, but most tasting notes don’t mention its flavour and are more concerned with the fact that it would burst into flames if you lit it.

These traditional styles were doomed by the Romans’ empire-building. The armies took vines with them and established vineyards in Spain: in Catalonia, the Duero Valley and what is now Rioja. They established vines in the Danube, the Rhine and Mosel. But above all they established vines right across southern France, up the Rhône Valley, in Burgundy, in the Loire, in Champagne and in Bordeaux.

If you’re wondering what the Romans ever did for us – apart from building roads that were straight – establishing the classic vineyards of Spain, Germany and France isn’t a bad start.
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A 3rd-century AD mosaic from Roman Spain showing vintagers treading grapes in a shallow trough or lagar. Some Spanish vineyards still use them.



AD 77–79

Resin and All That

If we’re going to get lost in a dream world about what the Neolithic wines of Georgia and the Transcaucasus tasted like, if we fantasise about the heady beauty of the wines of ancient Greece, if we imagine ourselves supping nectar with the emperors of classical Rome, we’re going to have to get used to one thing right away.

They probably all tasted of pine resin. Now, let me declare an interest. I like the taste of pine resin, and when I can find a good example of modern Greek retsina with the intoxicating resinous scent of pine, I’m thrilled. But I don’t think there’d be an awful lot of similarity between modern retsina and the wines made in ancient times.

The thing is, nowadays we know how to keep wine fresh, to stop it turning to vinegar. In classical times, this was a major challenge. Wine will automatically start turning to vinegar unless you can find a way to protect it. Nowadays we use sulphur as an antioxidant, we use stainless steel tanks and glass bottles with hermetic seals. The ancients didn’t enjoy any of these luxuries. What they had worked out was that the resin of the terebinth pine seemed to protect against disease. Doctors of that time used the resin to help heal human wounds, so it seemed to have antibacterial qualities. If you smeared the inside of your wine containers with resin, this might help the wine stave off its inevitable decline into vinegar, and, frankly, if the resulting drinks tasted strongly of pine resin, but not of vinegar, well, a chap could get used to it. And for hundreds of years, they did get used to it. Pliny was a particular ‘resin snob’. He thought the best pitch (that’s boiled resin) came from Calabria in southern Italy, while the best pure resin came from Cyprus. In his Natural History (AD 77–79), he described it as having the colour of honey with a fleshy consistency. He particularly liked the way little fragments of it stuck to his teeth ‘with an agreeably tart taste’.

But Pliny was Roman. The Greeks came first. And despite Greek retsina being the only modern wine that is purposely flavoured with resin, the ancient Greeks weren’t so keen. With the exception of the members of the Dionysian religious cult, they weren’t even heavy drinkers and preferred their wine sweet if possible, and old if possible. Sweet, high-alcohol wines made from grapes picked late and then shrivelled and concentrated by laying them on mats under a blazing sky, have a natural protection – alcohol – against turning to vinegar. Even so, very few wines were drunk pure and unblended. Such additives as honey, powdered marble and potter’s earth were commonly used to ‘invigorate’ the wine – though I’m not sure how. Salt water rather than sweet, fresh water was used to dilute the wine by as much as 20 times. As I said, most Greeks weren’t heavy drinkers.

With the Romans, it was a bit different. For a start, they really liked the taste of resin added to their wine. That’s if they could afford it. The basic drink of the Romans was posca, a mixture of thin sour wines – or vinegar, depending on how you looked at it. But mix this with three or four parts water and it could be passably refreshing. This was what Jesus was offered on the cross. The Roman soldiers were probably being kind. But sweetness was what the Roman epicures desired. The main wine drunk at banquets was called mulsum and was a mix of wine and honey.

Clearly the ancient Romans had a sweet tooth, and if you check out their cuisine – dominated by pungent, savoury flavours like fermented fish sauce and the nauseous asafoetida, which were sweetened up by fruits, honey and wine of every sort – you can see the need for a sweet accompaniment. They would pick their grapes as late as possible, and boil some of the grape juice to make it thick and intensely sweet to add to the basic wine. And they’d then add all kinds of extra flavours – saffron, pepper, violet, mint, rose petals, even the bitter herb wormwood. Just for the flavour? Well, partly, but partly as preservatives. And then they’d take some seawater, from well off shore and on a calm day – they weren’t stupid – and dilute the concoction with that. Why? Tastes change. They used to eat dormice.








AD 79

Pompeii

When the top was blown off Mount Vesuvius by an almighty eruption on 24 August, AD 79, lava poured down towards the sea, ash clouds rose miles in the sky and then drifted downwards like a morbid cloak set on stifling life. Rocks and cinders showered the land for miles around and convulsions shook the earth.

Standing in the way of all this was Pompeii. The destruction of Pompeii and the consequent archaeological efforts that have revealed a town petrified in a moment in time are some of ancient Rome’s most vivid images. Anything alive in the town was struck dead and the virtually mummified human remains do sometimes look as though a person was caught right in the middle of some mundane activity and, without time even to rub their eyes in disbelief, that final second of their life was caught for ever. But there is a further reason why we should be fascinated by Pompeii. It was Rome’s main wine port. When Pompeii was destroyed, it was as if, in present time, Bordeaux had been obliterated by a massive earthquake – except that in Pompeii things weren’t destroyed, they were preserved.

In wine terms, Pompeii was several things. It was a major port, specialising in profitably shipping the local wines of Campania, not only to Rome but also to other destinations as far away as Spain and even Bordeaux on France’s Atlantic coast. Because of the mellow climate surrounding the bay, the slopes above Pompeii were dotted not only with working farms but also with villas where the wealthy wine people took their leisure.

This idea of a vineyard not run for profit and a villa to show off your wealth may have been a new idea in AD 79, but 17 or so centuries later, that is exactly what the grandees of Bordeaux were doing as they built their châteaux and spread their estates up the Medoc peninsula.

So Pompeii was about trade, about vineyard estates and ostentatious villas, and it was also about drinking. Around 120 bars have been excavated and identified. And the Vesuvian eruption has frozen all these activities in time, giving us a fascinating insight into the bibulous habits of 1st-century Romans.
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A store of Pompeiian amphorae. These would have been stacked behind the bar, full of wine.



Firstly, the amphorae. These were used for export and for serving wine. Some of them were found behind bars, being used like a draught beer barrel might be today, and some of them were ready for export. Pompeiian merchants would put a stamp on the top of the amphora’s handle and examples bearing identifiable Pompeii stamps have been found as far away as Spain and western France. These would have been loaded on ships, as many as two or three thousand at a time. It wasn’t perfect. Amphorae are a bit fragile. An awful lot got broken. But they were fine in bars, usually stacked at the back, while fat jars called dolia were sunk into slabs of crazy paving serving as tables, and they’d be full of local wine and snacks like olives and pickled vegetables, or sometimes you’d find a stove beneath the jar to heat water – in winter the Romans were partial to wine mixed with hot water.

These bars were probably rowdy drinking joints. The villas in the hills had far more sophisticated outdoor dining rooms called triclinia, because Pompeii had pretty mild weather all year round. On three sides raised stone slabs sloped upwards to the centre, where food and drink was piled on a table; spare amphorae of wine would stand in the room’s corner; and diners would literally lounge on cushions up towards the table, sprawled languidly and able to pick to their hearts’ and stomachs’ content from the goodies on offer. And the bars and dining rooms are so well preserved you can taste the wine, smell the food and hear the gossip even now.








AD 100

Rome Passing The Baton

As the Romans expanded their empire, they established vineyards wherever they could, laying down rules that are today accepted as absolutely classic.

Follow the river valleys. Find sheltered but open slopes. Don’t plant too low down because of frost.

Don’t plant too high because of wind and lack of heat. Choose the middle of the slopes, angled towards the morning or the evening sun. Don’t plant on fertile soil – the vine will be too productive, and in any case you need fertile soil for food. Trellis and prune the vine to restrict its yield – the flavours will be much better, and, as you head north, it’s only by restricting the yield that you will be able to ripen the grapes at all. And make sure you are close to transport – which, in the years of the 1st century AD, meant in almost every case a navigable river or a port. If you look at a map of the vineyards the Romans established at this time, they’d already chosen most of the best bits of the Rhône, of Burgundy, the Loire, Champagne, the Rhine and Mosel – and even southern England.

Yet if you look at a map of Roman Italy in the 1st century, virtually none of the vineyards regarded today as Italy’s greatest sites are given much respect, if they’re even marked. Nowadays it is the centre and north of Italy that are supposed to make the finest wines. When the Romans
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