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THE GEOGRAPHY

OF

Wine

Chapter 1
GEOGRAPHY AND THE
 STUDY OF WINE
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Wine is more than taste and smell and appearance. There is a great deal of science and artistry in each bottle of wine you drink. What I hope you will come to appreciate in the chapters that follow is that behind the science and the artistry is geography. As geography tends to be a poorly understood subject, few may recognize its proximity or importance to wine. But it is possible to see and even taste its influence.
Most people think that geographers memorize place names and, well, not much else. Thankfully, that is not what it is all about. Geography is a science of space. And as in all sciences our goal is to explain why. We answer why things are where they are. There is a heck of a lot of good geography behind every bottle of wine. My goal is to make you aware of that geography and to convey some of the fun in deepening one’s understanding of it.
So what does geography bring to a wine party? It can answer some of the questions that you may already have about wine. Why is Bordeaux a great place for red wines? Why do some places produce Rieslings and others produce chardonnay? How did wine production end up in (pick your favorite region)? How does wine allow us to taste a place? These are the kinds of questions we can answer through geography. So if you are interested in these kinds of questions, you may be a geographer without even knowing it.
There are books on the history of wine, on the tasting of wine, on the quality of and value of vintages, on the wines of specific regions, on growing grapes, on winemaking, and on cooking with wine. There are wine books for idiots, wine atlases, and vineyard photo essays. This book does not compete with any of these. This book is an introduction to the geographic principles that provide a greater understanding of wine. It is a good accompaniment to all of those other wine books that you have on your shelf.
Wine is a fertile ground for the science of geography. This is why viticulture and wine find their way into even introductory geography texts and why courses in the geography of wine appear in colleges throughout North America. Geographers tend to think either in terms of themes or of places. In the world of wine, people think of wine regions and what makes them tick. People who think thematically consider how climate, geology, biology, culture, politics, and economics affect wine and how the geographies that relate to these factors have an impact on wine regions. In this book you will see that I am very much a representative of the thematic way of thinking.
A thematic approach complements all the great regional wine books that are out there. Their text and photographs tell us in vivid detail about the places that produce great wine. Each chapter in this book provides a glimpse into the geography that makes those places great. That is not to say that the regional approach is excluded. The regional close-ups at the end of each chapter are important for demonstrating concepts discussed in the chapter. For example, Mosel vineyards are great examples of how microclimates affect winemaking, and South Africa and Chile illustrate the links between colonialism and wine.
 
I would like to be able to say that my interest in wine dates back to the summer of 1986, when I spent a month working at an archeological dig in the French Alps. Unfortunately I can’t do that. I was blissfully ignorant of the world of wine even though it was all around me. Instead of indulging in the local wines, we drank cheap generic beer. I always try to muster up excuses. I was young and stupid. I was poor. I was led astray by the other American students who were working the dig. There are all sorts of possible explanations. But I cannot blame the villagers who lived around the dig. They were great. They shared their local wines and foods with us every chance that they could. What can I say? It is the curse of youth. Back then we did not realize that drinking generic beer was hazardous to our taste buds.
My interest in wine actually stems from my first semester as a graduate student in the Geography Department at Miami University. Most voyages of wine discovery do not begin in Oxford, Ohio. Mine did, thanks to John Dome. John had been teaching a course called the Geography of Wine at Miami for decades when I first met him. The course drew a regular crowd of locals and large numbers of business majors who saw it as a means of social advancement. I was assigned to the class as John’s graduate assistant.
I thought at first that the whole thing was a lark. I learned that you do not chill red wine—after I had chilled it, of course. I also learned how to use a corkscrew without filling the bottle with little bits of cork (admittedly that took me a while). Twice a week I would do the setup, listen to the lectures, and watch the slides. I would end the evenings by cleaning up and taking home any unopened bottles. By the end of the course I had a kitchen full of wine bottles. I learned a bit about which foods go with wine, although I never did find a good match for Fritos. But, more than anything, I had an appreciation for the fact that there was a heck of a lot of geography in wine. It was also the point at which I began to really regret the days I spent swilling generic beer in the Alps.
People who are not geographers and who have never taken a course in the subject are often at a complete loss to explain what geography is. So you may be reading this, perhaps over a nice glass of wine, and wondering what geography has to do with that wonderful taste. Or you may be thinking that the remainder of the book will be lists of wine regions and the wines that they produce. First, please understand that I am not an expert on those kinds of details. I am also not a good wine taster. I could spend a very happy lifetime in a world of twelve-dollar bottles of wine. So what can I contribute?
Geography is a way to understand how something works. To a geographer, wine is an intricate puzzle. Some people can look at a pile of parts and see how they all fit together to form a car. Others can look at a Web page and visualize the HTML code. We look at the world around us and try to figure out how it works. So if you have ever wondered why some places produce chardonnay while others produce pinot noir, why Chile is the largest wine producer in South America, why some vineyards have soil that resembles a gravel driveway, why the Europeans often name their wines after the places where they are produced, or why vineyards and wineries in one place look different from those in another, then you are asking questions a geographer might ask. More important, they are questions a geographer can answer.
Geography is in every drop of wine we drink. But is wine in every bit of geography? If you look at how we study geography, the answer is yes. The fact of the matter is that there are many ways in which geographers approach their subject matter and wine can fit into all of them. In 1964 William Pattison wrote a seminal article for the Journal of Geography. In it Pattison broke down the breadth and history of geographic study into the traditions of environmental studies, man–land study (sometimes called human ecology), regional study, and spatial analysis. Even today, these are the four basic approaches that geographers take toward their subject. Wine fits nicely into all of them.
The environmental tradition is where geography intersects with the “natural” sciences: physics, chemistry, geology, and biology. If you asked geographers from this tradition how he or she would study wine, what you would get in return is an answer based heavily on concepts of environmental science. They might talk about vintages in terms of the movement of the jet stream. They will look at grape production as it relates to heating-degree days. They will examine the influence of soil chemistry and how it affects wine taste. They will have a purely scientific approach to the subject of wine.
This would be a very different approach to that of geographers working in the man–land or human ecology tradition. Their approach would be one of social science—regarding wine as an agricultural/industrial product, as a cultural adaptation, and as an economic activity. They will be concerned with the patterns of trade and the geographic expansion of the wine industry over time, or why a certain type of wine may be specific to a group of people. Closer to home they could even study the geographic factors that determine the success and failure of local wine retailers. And while the environmental studies and man–land traditions differ greatly, they do have one thing in common. They look at topics and relate them to places.
The “topical” approach of the environmental studies and man–land traditions is what sets them apart from the regional-studies tradition of geography. If you read Homer, you will find that there is a healthy amount of place description in his writing. The regional-studies tradition is part of a steady evolution from geography as background information, to works whose purpose is place description, to the modern regional approach of understanding the “puzzle” of what makes the geography of those places. So, rather than studying a topic, such as the expansion of the wine trade, a geographer from the regional-studies tradition would study a place and how that expansion has had an impact on it.
It is an interesting historical accident that this tradition comes to us via French geography. In the late 1800s and early 1900s French geographers, exemplified by Paul Vidal de La Blache, specialized in producing regional monographs. Students of de La Blache would spend months living in and studying a region in order to come to an understanding of how it worked. The monographs they produced are vivid historical glimpses of places that may be unrecognizable today. We can admire them for their art and imagine how satisfying it must have been to conduct such research in wine country.
The last of the four traditions of geography is the spatial-analysis tradition. Although it has its origins in early mapmaking and navigation, it has evolved into the “toolbox” of modern geography. It involves computer mapping, statistical analysis and the modeling of spatial data, the use of geographic information systems (GIS), and remote-sensing applications using satellite imagery. While the other traditions might use these tools as part of their research on the geography of wine, those versed in the spatial-analysis tradition might look at wines as an application of their tools. They might use satellite data to determine the moisture levels in vineyard soils, they could use spatial modeling techniques to predict the pathways of pest infestations, or they might apply geographic information systems to identify the lowest-cost transportation routes for getting wines to market.
The geographic study of wine is just part of a much broader academic world of wine. That world is divided into three basic areas of knowledge. First, there is the study of enology, the study of winemaking. It includes such things as the way wine is produced, the chemistry of wine, and its impact on human taste/ smell and physiology. Second, there is the study of viticulture, essentially the study of grape agriculture. Universities that provide training in these fields are preparing students for employment in the industry. They are also providing assistance to grape growers and winemakers. So it should come as no surprise that universities specializing in these fields, such as the University of California (Davis) and Cornell University, are often located near places that produce wine. The results of their labor can be found in the wines of their regions.
The third area of study is more broadly focused: the anthropology, economics, geography, history, or political science of wine and wine regions. This approach is purely for academic or personal interest. It plays no role in producing a better grape crop or a higher quality bottle of wine. It is not about making money. It is about understanding the broader context of wine. For wine lovers, this approach is all about satisfying our curiosities and adding to the experience of wine
For the most part, the academic study of wine is limited to those areas which produce wine. That is because the academic study of wine faces a significant image problem. As a society we are concerned about alcohol. This is especially true at a time when there is increasing recognition that binge drinking and alcoholism are serious problems on college campuses. Part of that image problem hinges on the view that studying a commodity of wealth is elitist. In areas that produce wine, these image problems fade in the face of the economic reality of the wine industry. Outside wine-producing regions, these image problems make those of us who study wine a bit defensive.
Even if the academic study of wine does have an image problem, as a wine enthusiast I think that it is a lot of fun. Moreover, I think that geography is a great tool for learning about and appreciating wine. The nice thing about geography is that we can easily take it out of the classroom and into the field. For the study of wine, this means visiting wineries and vineyards. Taking day trips to local vineyards is entertaining and gives us the opportunity to turn our love of wine into great learning experiences. We can take the geographic concepts that we learn in books and build on them. We may even find the experiences so rewarding that we become wine tourists; traveling to wine regions in other countries, learning about their wines, experiencing their cultures. Naturally the owners of the vineyards hope that you buy some of their wine as part of your visit. I like to rationalize such purchases as data collection.
Whether we are visiting a vineyard at home or abroad, this book will help us to ask good geographic questions when we get there. We might look to identify which grapes are being grown and in what quantities, and how soil, drainage, or climate are factors in their growth. Have these decisions been made based on market forces, on the ease of management, or on some other consideration? We might also look at the management of the vines. How are the vines trellised? Are the vines perpendicular or parallel to the slope of the land and of the incoming rays of the sun? What is the spacing of the vines? How are the spaces between the trellises being used? How are the vines being pruned? Are there any end-of-row plantings?
As wine geographers we evolve from someone who looks at a vineyard and thinks that it is attractive, to one who understands how it works. Anyone can go to a winery, take a look around, and buy some wine. In becoming scholars of wine we can talk to vintners and winemakers about their craft in an informed manner, learning more each time we do. That is the nice thing about being a wine geographer, a wine historian, or a wine chemist. We gain a deeper understanding of wine and perhaps more enjoyment out of each and every drop.


Chapter 2
WINE LANDSCAPES

AND REGIONS

[image: image]
 
Forty years before Pattison, academic geography was dominated by the concept of “landscape.” From the 1920s to the 1950s, landscapes were considered the basic building blocks for introducing geographic concepts and for thinking about the world around us. It may not be the preeminent concept it once was, but the study of landscapes still shapes geography today. For geographers landscape is not just an aesthetic. The images of vineyards that we see in photo essays of Tuscany or Provence communicate a great deal of geographic information. Seeing how it all fits together, like someone who has just finished a 1,500-piece jigsaw puzzle, is part of the fun of being a geographer.
REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY AND WINE REGIONS
Wine stores typically organize wines by their place of origin. Most of these are fairly straightforward. Australian wines are from Australia. California wines are from California. But what about the Napa Valley? What exactly is the Cô te D’Or? These may be places that people recognize as being special or unique, but they might not be able to easily identify them on a map. We could say they are political jurisdictions drawn on a map, or areas economically linked to a central community, such as Napa or Beaune. But in some cases, these definitions don’t work all that well. The reality is that the term “region” can be defined in a great many ways. What do we mean when we refer to Burgundy, the Willamette Valley, and Chianti as wine regions?
In the United States, what is the Midwest? The South? New England? Is Pennsylvania part of the Midwest, Northeast, or both? When we talk about regions we may or may not have nice neat political boundaries to work with. We might recognize Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont as being “New England,” but for someone in Missouri, located in the middle of the continental United States, does the term “Midwest” make any sense, considering that the Midwestern states are neither middle nor western?
Most of the major wine-producing countries have gotten past this labeling problem. Over time they have developed regional identification systems as a means of product protection and regulation. These systems define the boundaries and the identifications of wine-producing regions. They can tell us in no uncertain terms exactly what is and is not part of a specific wine region, so when we see a place label on a wine bottle it means something that is very well defined. For instance, the region may be defined by considerations of environment, or by a type of wine production that has evolved over time in that environment. Or it may be based on culture. There may be clues in the landscape that will allow us to see where Bordeaux begins and ends. We just need to become well trained at reading landscapes in order to see them.
Consider how we might look at a painting by the nineteenth-century landscape painter John Constable. We might appreciate his use of color, or the way his works bring rural life alive. His landscapes are to be looked at, appreciated, and admired. For geographers landscapes are not just things to be admired like fine art. They are to be “read” as one would read a book. Landscape is not necessarily a background for an action in the foreground. It can be the subject itself. Geographers sometimes pay too much attention to the landscape. We cannot help it; it is an occupational hazard, especially for those of us who like to watch movies. As a reader of landscapes, I can delude myself that determining where a movie was shot based on its locations is a semi-intellectual pursuit. (Yes, a rather feeble rationalization, but I’m going to stick with it.) We wait as the closing credits roll just to see where the movie was filmed.
Landscape and all of its components really do mean something. In looking at a valley of vineyards, we are looking at something that has evolved from the interplay between people and nature, where both environment and people have played a significant role in creating the “look” of the land. Photo essays of wine landscapes aren’t just pretty pictures. They are sources of information waiting to be unraveled.
HOW DO YOU READ A LANDSCAPE?
In Pierce Lewis’s Axioms for Reading the Landscape, he defines a number of rules of the road for reading landscapes. Landscapes are physical manifestations of culture and of a people. If places are similar in appearance, then in some way so are their cultures. Changes in the landscape that stand the test of time are those which are important to the people. Fads fade.
To understand a landscape according to Lewis we need to break ourselves of the habit of searching for those things that are most prominent or are unique. Something that is very common is not necessarily “boring.” Rather it is something that is so important that it is present everywhere. As you drive along Interstate 87 through upstate New York’s wine regions, you will pass mile after mile of vineyards that look pretty much the same. In some cases it may be only the color of the tractors (blue for Ford, red for Massey Ferguson, and green for John Deere—or so my kids tell me) that sets them apart. This similarity may eventually get a bit monotonous, but it means something that should not be overlooked.
In our first attempts at reading landscapes we need to consider that landscape elements have a place in time. They have a cultural context and an environmental context. An area that is environmentally similar to Bordeaux and was settled by the French a few hundred years ago is likely to have a landscape that appears to be much the same as Bordeaux’s. We understand this intuitively. Even as children we know enough about environment and culture to recognize when things “fit” and when they don’t. It is an innate geographic ability. This is not to say that reading landscapes is easy, far from it. As Lewis is quick to point out, landscapes may convey a great deal of information. That does not mean that they are obvious about it.
Once we are adept at identifying the physical features (landforms, plants, buildings, and so on) in a landscape, the next step is to begin to make sense of them. What forces are at work? What shaped the physical features that we see? Being able to answer these questions will allow us to take a very important step. It will take us from understanding the way a landscape looks to explaining why it looks that way.
[image: image]
When geographers talk about the way a landscape has been shaped—the form of the landscape—we use the term “morphology.” Carl Sauer, whose important contributions dominated geographical theory for more than thirty years, made this concept prominent in his seminal work “The Morphology of Landscape” in 1925. It provided a framework for explaining the formation of landscapes. The flow chart below is a product of Sauer’s work. The basic premise is that in any location there are environmental forces at work. Through time these forces create the natural forms listed. When we put the natural forms together the product is a natural landscape. That landscape will have a climate, land surface, soil, drainage, and other features that may make it unique. Many locations will share the same sets of natural forms.
The natural landscape is the backdrop or medium for the activities of people. People alter the landscape according to their culture, needs, and interests. These alterations form the cultural landscape. As an example we can look to the landscape of the Great Plains states. Prior to the waves of Anglo settlement in the 1800s, the region was populated by nomadic tribal groups. With Anglo settlement, the tribal groups were replaced by farmers. The medium, the natural landscape, was the same in either case. Clearly, however, human impacts made the cultural landscapes quite different.
Sauer never used wine regions as a focus of his published research, but certainly his theories can be applied to wine landscapes. Consider the Napa and Sonoma regions. We can read the puzzle of the natural landscape and put the pieces together to see how they were created. We can figure out how each of those pieces was altered by the winemakers who had settled in the valleys. We can attempt to understand why people chose to make the alterations they did, and in so doing we understand the landscapes of Napa and Sonoma, or even the landscape pictured on the front cover of this book. You can try your hand at this the next time you are traveling through wine country or leafing through your favorite photographs of wine country. And do not worry if this kind of reading proves to be a bit difficult. Nobody expects you to be Sherlock Holmes right from the start. It takes study. It also takes a good deal of practice.
The concept of landscapes is being used more and more as the basis of historic and cultural preservation programs. When we think about historic preservation we tend to think about individual objects—for instance, a building, a covered bridge, or a statue. While this is all well and good, often only the unique or the special are chosen for preservation, and preserving these individual objects does not necessarily preserve the setting, which in some instances is really the most important thing. There are also those things which we find so common that preserving one of them does not do them justice. Those are the things that we often fail to recognize until they are gone. If you visit Lancaster County in Pennsylvania, try to find a landscape of intact Amish farms. It is a very difficult task, as everywhere there is development, commercialization, and the most intrusive forms of tourism.
With these ideas in mind, historic and cultural preservationists have become more involved in landscape preservation. A leader in this trend has been UNESCO. In identifying sites of importance to all mankind, UNESCO has expanded its World Heritage Sites program to include landscapes of worldwide importance. The program recognizes those landscapes of importance, but does not in itself have the ability to protect them. Rather it provides a basis for local planning and preservation of those landscapes as well as for the funding needed to do the work.
WINE, LANDSCAPE, ANDTERROIR
When it comes to the study of wine, the morphology of landscape is very important. That is because Sauer’s morphology of landscape is a geographic parallel to the study of terroir. Those of you who are wine enthusiasts are probably already familiar with the term “terroir.” You may have seen the word on wine labels, in books, or on Web pages for your favorite wines. The term is everywhere because terroir is a pivotal concept for understanding wine and the places it comes from.
For those of you not familiar with the concept, terroir is French for “ground” or “soil,” but it is more than that. It is used to describe all the local features of environment and society that have an effect on wine. Many people believe that all the features of a place taken as a whole—its terroir—have a distinctive influence that you can taste in the wine. This is what it means to taste geography. Terroir tells us that place matters, which geographers have been arguing since the dawn of time. Accordingly, wine geographers love the concept. Morphology of landscape tells us that what we see in the world around us is a product of environmental forces and the decisions that people make in that environment. Terroir tells us also that what we taste is a product of environmental forces and the decisions that people make in that environment. So, needless to say, wine geographers swear by the concept.
Terroir is an important concept in this book. In fact, we can look at the chapters to come as snapshots of how geographers study the factors that go into terroir. So by the time you are done reading you will not only understand the geography of wine. You will also have a deeper understanding of terroir and its significance.
SAINT-EMILION
If we are looking to do a case study in the reading of a wine landscape, then we have to rely on the wealth of photography on the Internet or in your favorite wine atlas. And given UNESCO’s cultural landscape preservation program, Saint-Emilion in France would make as good a case study as any. Saint-Emilion was the first wine landscape to be placed on UNESCO’s cultural landscape preservation list. More than that, Saint-Emilion just looks like what we might think a wine landscape should look like.
In studying landscapes we begin with nature. While there are some localized variations in the climate, the more significant variation is in the region’s geology. Saint-Emilion is positioned on the slopes where the coastal plain and the broad valleys of the Garonne and Dordogne rivers meet the foothills of the interior. It thus has two distinct terroirs. The plains below Saint-Emilion have alluvial soils deposited over time by the Dordogne and its tributaries. These soils are deep and gravelly. The terroir of the hillsides and of the plateau of Saint-Emilion is significantly different in its geology. The hills and plateau are rich in limestone. The limestone weathers easily and adds nutrients to the soil. These differences in geology mean that merlot and cabernet franc grapes grown in different communes in Saint-Emilion may have significant differences in taste.
Saint-Emilion is a little more than twenty miles east of Bordeaux and around fifty-five miles east of the Atlantic. At that distance it is far enough from the ocean to have a climate much more like that of central France. With such a climate, it is a region well suited for wines produced from merlot and cabernet franc grapes. The climate and soils of the region could be used for any number of agricultural products, but the success of viticulture has made grapes the region’s single dominant crop. This sort of monoculture is not a recent occurrence. Saint-Emilion has a history of wine production that dates from Roman times, and that rivals other production areas within Bordeaux.
For geographers the one shortcoming of terroir is that it stops with the wine. As geographers we are interested in much more. In a place such as Saint-Emilion we would be missing a great deal of intriguing geography if we stopped with the wine. That is because there is something very special about Saint-Emilion. It is a medieval walled town, seemingly untouched by the passage of time. From its walls you can peer out across the valley of the Dordogne, and only occasionally catch glimpses of the trains running from Bordeaux into central France. The castle, town walls, churches, homes, and even the streets are made of native limestone. About the only things not made of limestone are the roofing tiles, which are fabricated from clay mined in the river valleys. The uniformity of the building materials and the historic architecture make Saint-Emilion a postcard of what we imagine a provincial French town to look like: a maze of winding streets, hidden courtyards, cafés, and churches. Some of the limestone used in the town’s construction was quarried on site. This has provided ideal spaces for the storage of wine. The town’s character extends out into the surrounding villages and to the wine châteaux, creating a wine landscape that links together nature, history, and the wine economy of the region.
If our study stopped with the wine, we would miss the wine culture that has developed in Saint-Emilion. The history of the town and its wine have become intertwined. Wine is part of its history, its culture, and the social life of the town. Twice a year (the third Sundays of June and September) the residents celebrate that history in the Jurade. The rest of the year the wine culture of Saint-Emilion is on display in a less formal manner, welcoming wine tourists to the town and its châteaux. Although the landscape and character of Saint-Emilion has earned its recognition by UNESCO as a landscape of historic importance, it is not a museum. It is an ideal place to visit if you want to truly experience a wine landscape.


Chapter 3
THE CLIMATOLOGY OF
 VITICULTURE
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If your favorite local wine shop is anything like mine, they arrange their wine displays in one of two ways. One is by wine type the other is by the country of origin. There may be displays where wines from different regions are grouped together because they are on special or because they are high-end wines locked away for the most serious of gourmets. More typical are rows of California wines (possibly with a few Oregon or Washington state wines mixed in), French wines, Italian wines, and maybe a row containing a smattering of German or Spanish wines. In recent years your wine store has probably given the Australian wines their own row. If your store is big enough there may even be rows that contain wines from places like South Africa, Chile, New Zealand, eastern Europe, and the eastern Mediterranean. Why these places and not Norway, Kenya, and Ecuador? Why is wine produced in so many different parts of the world? The answer is climate. Problems with soils, pests that target grapes, transportation difficulties, economic embargoes, and cultural differences can be overcome. But what we cannot do, except in a greenhouse, is beat climate.
Weather fluctuates from day to day, but over long periods of time, it falls into predictable patterns. Climate is the weather patterns of a place considered at scales of hundreds or thousands of years. Over such spans of time, climate has an impact on plant and animal life, soil development, and influences the character of
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