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Introduction

			I am a prepper, a planner, an introspective thinker, and, probably since I’ve recently been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, which is a form of high-functioning autism, I developed an understanding of my usually-healthy obsession with specific topics—things, if you may. Man, if I say that I can be socially awkward, it is the understatement of the century. Luckily, I have been not-so-gently forced into more acceptable communication skills. Growing up, my family grew more and more impatient with my explanations, or simply, but not so simple, reiterations of whatever I was trying to convey.

			I had such a hard time learning as a kid, and therefore I had to repeat, repeat, and repeat something until I felt I mastered it. I had to study harder, put in much longer hours than my neurotypical peers, and felt like I forever struggled during and after my school and university years. I ended up being a straight-A student and mastered the majority of my subjects at school and university simply because I had this hyperfocused nature that made my professors and other scholars regard me as something special.

			Since my usual occupation for the last twenty years was rudely interrupted by an accident, I had the privilege of becoming a deep diver in the vast ocean of wine. Studying wine came naturally, and my crazy obsession with anything and everything around the subject was gobbled up by my obsessive brain. Though I am still not where I want to be in the world of wine, I love the pursuit of mastering the depths of this wine ocean; that’s the siren song that keeps catching me like a restaurant mouse on one of those sticky pads. What makes this topic so much fun is that everyone from different occupations and social classes, at some stage, attends a peep show on this enigmatic world. Usually, the upper echelons take a specific stance on this creation and love to talk the talk, which, if you could hear my eyes roll now, would prompt you to understand the hesitation of everyone else who is not in that uppercut of classes to connect with this exciting world.

			Of course, I feel that being the middleman, mediator, or intercessor between the natural world and this Mystic-Pizza planet is my sworn duty. Therefore, I find every excuse, social setting, or doorbell ring to share my love of my lord and saviour, Wine, with the world. The doorbell ring is just a reference to a certain religious denomination that popped into my head when I thought of myself being this over-friendly messenger with this über-important elixir as the message. Mystic Pizza I can wholeheartedly do, and there’s a time and a place for that, but my heart lies with the other peep-show attendees who feel too shy, too unworthy of understanding or making their own decisions on what they would like to drink with or without either their favourite dish or just the dish that was placed in front of them by the host of the dinner party that they rather would have preferred to be tortured by half-nude underworld dwarfs than attend, on a perfect Saturday, when their favourite footy team was playing, or heck, even just watching the paint dry on their newly-painted picket fence.

			To make a long story short, I have found myself in many cab rides on the way to lunches, dinners, wine tastings, and fancy events, explaining wine to either my wife or my nervous friends fearing that they’d be found out by the aristocracy often attending these events, and breaking the topic of wine down into small delicious sips rather than overwhelming mouthfuls.
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The Cab Ride Explaining the (Not-so-Basic) Basics

			On our way to one of Melbourne’s newest burgundy-focused restaurants, she asked, “Could you please just give me a rundown of how wine works?” And that’s how the verbal diarrhoea started …

			What we sip from a glass is a complex dance of grown fruit, their growing environment, the winemaker’s involvement during the growing of the grapes, and how they are handled before and after picking and also before and after fermentation.

			There are only two colours of grapes: black and white. The thickness of the skin, along with the size of the grape, the concentration of the juice inside the grape, whether or not the seeds were crushed during the press of the picked grapes, when the initial juice was extracted, and other factors affect the wine that we can expect in a bottle when we open it.

			Black grapes can make both red and white wine (depending on the involvement of the skin), while white grapes can only make white wine. There are techniques utilized by the winemaker that affect the depth of the colour of both red and rosé wines, e.g. how long the juice is kept in contact with the skins before, during, or after fermentation. In the case of white wine, oxygen can get in contact with the juice or wine and change the things that we can taste in the wine.

			“Are you following so far?” I asked. There was an uncomfortable pause, and then a slow stretched out “Suuuure.” Me, being the king of social cues, said “Great” and continued.

			For certain styles of wine, some oxidation is needed, but for some wines, the winemaker doesn’t want oxidation to occur, so either the juice can be kept cool, typically under five degrees Celsius, or sulphur dioxide can be sprayed on the grapes. Wine that is made from an aromatic grape variety, like riesling, is protected from oxidization in order to preserve the beautiful fruit flavours that develop during fermentation by the yeasts involved. In a wine made from a less-aromatic grape variety, like chardonnay, some oxidization is necessary to round off some of the jagged edges of the taste profile of the wine. An example is when oak barrels are used either before, during, or after fermentation to allow a process called malolactic fermentation, sometimes referred to as “malo”, that adds a fuller mouth feel to the wine, along with a butteriness, that also adds to the structure of the wine. Fuller mouth-feel gives wine the perception of a fuller body. The body of wine is often compared to how thick or thin the wine feels in your mouth. Wine with more sugar and alcohol has a fuller body, and, in the case of some wines, e.g. pinot gris wines from Alsace in France, it can give an oily texture to the wine which is an amazing characteristic to have if you’re eating food with spice, e.g. Indian cuisine. When you’re eating Indian cuisine and pair the dish with a wine with high alcohol content or higher tannins, it would exacerbate the experience of spiciness in the food. This is just one example of how the wine you’re having can affect the taste of your food.

			Keeping wine in barrels during or after fermentation will soften the feel of tannins in your mouth, and it will also soften the perception of any harsh edges your wine might have in its younger days. Barrels cost money to own, and they take up cellar space, and therefore they will increase the cost of wine production. Many wines, e.g. Brunello di Montalcino from Tuscany in Italy, are kept in barrels and then matured in bottles before their release up to five years later. These wines therefore command higher prices, but the quality of these wines made from one hundred per cent sangiovese grapes is incredible.

			Vineyards in warmer climates generally produce wines with riper fruit flavours, which can lead to dryer wines with lower acidity. In general, acidity affects how refreshing wine tastes. This is important in the case of white wines with less body, as these are the wines that we enjoy slightly chilled on hot summer days. In the case of red wines, acidity is important in how balanced the wine tastes, otherwise a wine can easily taste like a cooked fruit pie, and can be compared to listening to music in a hall with terrible acoustics. It might be a beautiful song, but with bad acoustics, that same song can sound like someone is scratching at your eyeballs with a rusty spoon. There are conditions that can cool or temperate climates, producing fruit that is less ripe with higher acidity and usually more finesse. A few of these are altitude, proximity to lakes or oceans, or the presence of fog. A great example for altitude is the north of Argentina, where vineyards are geographically too close to the equator to produce good or great wines because it’s theoretically too hot, but because some of the vineyards are planted at three thousand metres above sea level, the breezes cool the vineyards down and preserve the acidity in the grapes, keeping the wines balanced. Some of the vineyards in and around Cape Town, South Africa are planted close to the coast, where the cold Benguela ocean current allows a warm Mediterranean climate to be moderated by cool ocean breezes. In the case of some of the vineyards in Napa Valley, California in the United States, morning fog rolls in from the San Francisco Bay area to the south, keeping vineyards cool until around lunchtime, protecting it from the depressing morning heat on the valley floor. Then, by the afternoon, the fog is burnt off by the sun, aiding the ripening of the grapes in a more controlled manner, producing ripe fruit with higher acidity than expected and leading to a full-bodied wine with more finesse.

			In summary
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