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Introduction

This is a book for everyone who finds themselves struggling over and over again to pick a bottle of wine to drink with dinner based on anything more than a pretty label, a special offer or a vague memory.

The recommendations here will give you the knowledge and confidence you need to decide which wine will be the ideal companion to whatever you’re about to cook and eat. That could be a comforting midweek supper, a special dinner for your favourite people or just a night on the sofa with a box set and snacks.

It doesn’t assume you know much about wine, have a big budget or hang out in trendy wine stores. It just assumes you’re a greedy person who wants to know more about which wine to drink when but doesn’t know where to start.

* * *

Matching wine with food is often seen as an elite level of wine expertise – something only for the real pros – so why would anyone who doesn’t know much about wine go there?

First, there’s the additional joy and pleasure you can bring into your life with just a few small changes to something you’re already doing. We drink and eat together all the time, but well-matched wine and food are so much more than the sum of their parts. When you pair food and wine thoughtfully, you elevate two already brilliant things to next-level deliciousness – without necessarily spending much more or going to much additional effort.

It’s also a chance to eliminate a lot of low-level stress. We’ve lost count of the messages we’ve had from friends (hello, everyone) wondering what to serve their in-laws with lunch or what to pick up for a night in with a takeaway and a new boyfriend. If nothing else, hopefully by collecting the most common answers in one book, they’ll leave us in peace.

But beyond these immediately practical, short-term fixes, there’s also the fact that approaching wine through the food you love to eat is a great way into a world that can often feel vast, impenetrable and riddled with snobbism.

Plenty of people wish they knew more about wine, but it can be daunting. But thinking about what you’re going to have for dinner? That’s something we all do regularly, and with pleasure. So taking familiar food that you love to cook and eat at home as a starting point will let you get to grips with wine – almost without realising you’re doing it. Because the good news is that if you know what you love to eat – and who doesn’t? – you’re a lot more than halfway to learning what you love to drink. After all, it’s still the same process of tasting and enjoying.

Even more helpfully, you’ll start to see that many of the reasons that a certain wine goes brilliantly with a certain food are based on principles you probably already understand instinctively when it comes to food: the fact that fish tastes great with lemon, or that there’s nothing more moreish than a combination of salty and sweet …

Basically, if you want to get more knowledgeable and comfortable around wine, food can be your gateway drug.

What this book definitely isn’t suggesting is that there’s any such thing as a ‘perfect pairing’. Wine and food are quite literally a matter of taste, which means that everyone’s palate is different – there are endless numbers of brilliant combinations out there, and half the fun comes from experimenting and learning what you like. This book is just a collection of the pairings that have brought us the most joy, so they can become delicious shortcuts for you.

None of this is to say that you’re doing anything wrong if you pick up a quick bottle of a reliable favourite without thinking, or drink whatever you can find in the house because you haven’t been to the shops. Sometimes you have the time and the headspace to think about what you’re drinking with your food, and sometimes you don’t. And that is totally fine.

But when you are in the mood to choose a wine that will make a meal something to really savour, this book will be your guide.

How to Use this Book

You can use this purely as a reference book: look up what you’re eating, note the wines that go with it best, and head to the shops. Or you can dip in and out at leisure, without any particular food in mind. As you read, you’ll absorb lots of useful information about the world of wine, almost without realising it, and in a way that you can easily remember and apply next time you’re picking up a bottle.

Upfront is a quick guide to some of the basic terminology that it really is worth having at your fingertips as you find your way around wine, plus a bit of jargon-busting. The pairings are grouped into six sections, arranged by different food and meal types. All the foods are also indexed at the back for speedy reference, too.

At the end of each of these sections are at-a-glance guides covering the main ways to serve some of the most popular meals out there – different takes on pasta, pizza and roast dinners, to name a few.

For other dishes, there are specific, more detailed pairings, which tell you more about one particular wine that works well, and why – as well as giving more general suggestions, under the heading, ‘If you can’t find this, go for …’

If you want a really broad, top-line way to describe what you need, perhaps by asking a member of staff in the shop or glancing over a few labels, you’ll find that under the heading ‘If all else fails, ask for …’

But What About Eating Out?

This book is for when you’re drinking at home, but what about ordering wine in restaurants? That’s a very different situation, which is why we’ve kept the focus here to times when you have the chance to go shopping for wine yourself.

For one thing, unless you’re at a restaurant with a ten-tonne, 300-page list, you’ll have far fewer wines to choose from in a restaurant than in a decent-sized shop. More importantly, though, you’ll have people there who can help and advise you.

All the same, because we hope this book will give you a thirst for making more informed and interesting choices in restaurants too, turn to pp.167–170 for tips on how to make the most of a restaurant wine list.

[image: ]



1



WINE BASICS
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WHAT WINE WORDS MEAN

Most of us aren’t used to talking in detail about how things taste or smell: we’re far more at ease with describing how things look, for instance. That’s one of the reasons why when people talk and write about wine it can feel like they’re speaking a totally different language. (To be fair, quite a lot of the words used do actually derive from other languages.)

That’s one of the reasons, but another is the fact that there are too many people in the world of wine who like to show off and demonstrate their superiority by using words that mark them out as someone who knows their stuff but which ‘normal’ people wouldn’t understand.

So here are some of the most common wine words, as well as what they mean and how they’re used, so you can know your stuff, too. Some are genuinely useful and will help you get your hands on the wine you want. Some will just help you see through the bullshit.

The Basics

WINE

A drink made from fermented grape juice, with an ABV of 5.5–15.5%. Anything else isn’t a wine. That stuff your great-aunt Maud makes out of elderflowers? Not wine.

WHITE WINE

White wine can be made from white or red grapes. Oh yes. If you press red grapes, you can still end up with white grape juice, because most of the colour is contained in the skins.

RED WINE

Red wine, you may be relieved to learn, has to be made from red grapes. The colour – and some other interesting and tasty things like tannins (see p.23) – comes from the skins of the grapes, which are left in contact with the juice after the fruit is pressed.

ROSÉ/PINK WINE

Pink wine is white wine that’s halfway to becoming red wine (not a mix of white and red wines). If leaving red grape skins in contact with the juice for long enough makes a red wine, leaving them there for less time makes a pink wine. The longer the skins are left with the juice, the deeper the colour – just like making a cup of tea and leaving the tea bag in longer for a darker, stronger flavour.

ORANGE WINE

Orange wine is a kind of white wine, made with white grapes but treated as if they were being used to make a red wine. That means the skins are left in contact with the juice during the winemaking process to give a pinkish-orange colour to the final result, and more body and tannins to the wine. It can also be referred to as ‘skin-contact wine’. This is an ancient method of making wine that was revived in the 1990s by trendy experimental winemakers. Orange wine is not made from oranges.

FORTIFIED WINE

Fortified wines are wines that have had a spirit (such as brandy) added to them during the winemaking process: famous examples include port and sherry.

The addition of a spirit has two consequences. The first, pretty obvious, consequence is that the wine ends up stronger, thanks to the extra booze: fortified wines usually clock in around 20% ABV. The second, less obvious consequence is that the wine ends up sweeter. Why? It’s all to do with when the spirit is added. As wine ferments, the natural sugars in it are converted to alcohol by yeasts, turning it from grape juice into wine. When you add a spirit before the fermentation process is complete, you kill the yeast and stop the fermentation, meaning that sugar that would otherwise have been turned into alcohol remains in the wine to sweeten it.

All that extra alcohol and sugar means that fortified wines keep for longer than other wines, and that’s precisely why the process was invented, hundreds of years ago: as a method of preserving wine that had to travel a long way by sea before being drunk.

Talking About Where Wine Comes From

PROTECTED DESIGNATION OF ORIGIN (PDO)

A Protected Designation of Origin is a mark of origin that can be applied to a whole range of European produce, including wine. A PDO guarantees that a product has been made in a particular locality or region, according to the traditions of that region, and is carefully regulated by European Union law. Basically, then, PDOs work as a kind of ‘accept no substitutions’ system.

In different languages, the phrase PDO appears in different guises: it becomes DOC/DOCG in Italy, DO/DOCA in Spain, and AOP in France (where it’s replaced an older system called AOC, in case you see that anywhere). You might also hear the French word ‘appellation’ used to mean much the same thing: this just means ‘name’ (je m’appelle and all that) and is taken from the French version of the phrase. The American equivalent is an AVA.

When it comes to wine, a PDO covers the kinds of grapes that are used to make wine, plus the winemaking style, all of which will shape the end result. This means that wines with the same PDO will have a lot in common, as they’re made with the same grapes, and in the same style. If you know the PDO – for example, Beaujolais, in France – you can tell broadly what the wine will be like, because for a wine to receive the Beaujolais PDO (or AOP, in French), it must be made from the Gamay grape, which makes light-bodied red wines that are best drunk young. Of course, there are many other factors at play that create variations between wines from a single PDO, from the year the grapes were harvested, to the different micro-climates and geographies within the region, to the tastes and preferences of the winemaker, even when working in a defined local tradition.

Many wine producers, especially from traditional wine-producing countries, will only label their wines based on where they’re from, using this as a shorthand for the grapes and the winemaking style. One obvious problem with this is that it requires you to remember the different winemaking rules of each area in order to get a sense of what a wine will be like – and that’s a big ask.

Wines from countries that are newer to the winemaking game (for example, Australia, South Africa and the USA) are usually labelled straightforwardly with the grape varieties as well as their place of origin. This makes it much less daunting to buy wines from these countries, which puts their producers at an advantage when selling to a wider audience.

That’s spurred some winemakers and marketing boards working within traditional regional labelling systems to face up to how unhelpful their approach can be. More and more of them are labelling their bottles with additional useful details, so you don’t need to memorise the local traditions to understand what you’re buying.

A second problem with the PDO system – this time for winemakers – is that what’s meant as a way to preserve local traditions and provide a certain guarantee of quality can also act as a straitjacket for anyone who wants to experiment with new ways of doing things. These rebel winemakers often work outside the system, giving us the chance to drink creative and innovative wines alongside the traditions protected and preserved by the PDO classification.

DOMAINE

The estate or property on which the wine was made – not necessarily where the grapes were grown, as estates will often gather fruit from lots of different places to make their wine.

BLEND OR CEPAGE

The combination of different grapes used to make a wine. Most wines are a blend of different kinds of grape, to add complexity and combine flavours that complement each other.

VINTAGE/NON-VINTAGE/MULTI-VINTAGE

A ‘vintage’ is a year, and some years are better for making wine than others. A ‘vintage wine’ is made from grapes harvested in the same year. ‘Non-vintage’ (or NV) wines are made by blending wines from different years: confusingly, this doesn’t necessarily mean that these wines are younger than a vintage wine, just that they’re not made from a single vintage.

NATURAL

Natural wine has become achingly trendy in recent years, with specialist natural wine lists, wine bars and wine festivals cropping up across the world – but what is it?

The first thing to clarify is that natural wine isn’t a particular style of wine – that is, it doesn’t describe the way a wine tastes. Natural wine can be red, white, rosé or orange, still or sparkling. You can no more know how a wine will taste based on the fact that it’s described as natural than you can know how any other wine will taste based purely on the fact that it’s a ‘regular’ wine.

Instead, natural winemaking describes an ambition for how wine is made: from the way the grapes are farmed and harvested, to the fermentation and bottling. The movement developed over the last few decades as a reaction against modern, industrialised, mass-produced methods of wine production that natural winemakers argue are detrimental both to the environment and to the quality of the wines we drink. But, unlike labels such as ‘organic’ or ‘biodynamic’, there’s no regulation defining what a natural wine is, or what can and can’t officially be labelled as natural, so everything is a question of interpretation and sliding scales.

The word ‘ambition’ is important here. Natural winemakers aim to make their wines with as little intervention as possible. This may include working with minimal chemical pesticides, using traditional farming methods, working relatively small parcels of land so that they don’t have to use industrial harvesting machinery, or allowing the fermentation process to run its course without using the stabilising and preserving processes that have been introduced to winemaking over the decades to guarantee reliable consistency. (Some of the world’s oldest and most traditional estates have a lot in common with natural winemakers, simply because they never modernised their methods!)

Natural winemakers may also be committed to certifiably organic or biodynamic methods, or both: biodynamic farming is a particular approach to sustainability that goes further than organic farming and which has its own set of rules and methods. However, not all organic or biodynamic wines are natural wines: they’re not the same thing.

Every natural winemaker will interpret the idea slightly differently, and be at a different point in their winemaking journey. A process that one natural winemaker accepts might be decried by another. And a winemaker may well be aiming to significantly reduce the amount of interventions they make in the process, but not yet have got as far






TERROIR


VARIETY


Talking About Flavour

ACIDITY


SWEET/DRY




TANNIC/TANNINS



FRUITY


EARTHY


MINERAL/MINERALITY


VEGETAL


OAK/OAKY/OAKED


TART


SAVOURY


CRISP, SMOOTH …?
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Talking About What a Wine is Like to Drink

ABV


FINISH


STRUCTURE


BALANCE


BODY


NOSE


LEGS


MOUTHFEEL


Talking About Quality

MATURE


COMPLEX


FAULTY


FLAT


THIN


CLOSED/OPEN


CORKED/CORK TAINT/TCA


Serving Wine

DECANT/DECANTER



BREATHING


SOMMELIER
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‘A brilliantly simple guide to give anyone instant
confidence choosing wine.” Russell Norman





