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Introduction
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In a much repeated story, King Jam-Sheed, founder and ruler of the city of Persepolis, came to look with disfavor on a former beauty of his harem and banished her. She became despondent and decided to end her life. Wandering, the woman came upon the king’s warehouse in which he had stored his favorite food—grapes—in a jar marked “poison” so that no one else would eat them. The king’s grapes had broken down into a liquid, and so she decided to drink the “poison.” 
To her pleasant surprise, the effect of the drink was quite the opposite from that which the young woman intended. Her spirit was revived and life took on new meaning. Excited by what had happened, she brought a cup of the liquid to the king who upon tasting it took her back into his harem and decreed from then on that the purpose of grapes in Persepolis would be to make wine.
According to another story, ancient Persian traders would not enter into a contract without the benefit of wine to give them better insight into the validity of the deal. First, they scrutinized the matter without wine; then, they drank. If after they had consumed the wine the deal held up to scrutiny as it had earlier, it was consummated.
These are legends, of course, but it’s true that by the fifth century BCE wine had reached major importance in Persia, when the empire controlled from the southern shores of the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf. There is evidence that ancient Persians, especially royalty, drank wine to great excess. This was 2,500 years ago, but wine had already enjoyed a history of at least 5,500 years; it might have been traded even before then.
 
…First of all it is to the wine-merchant that the libertines drink…
…may those who slander us be cursed…
Carmina Burana, II, In the Tavern, Stanza 14.
(English Translation of Carl Off’s lyrics).
 
The noted archaeologist, Patrick McGovern, of the University of Pennsylvania, studies the origin of wine. In his book, Ancient Wine: The Search for the Origins of Viniculture, McGovern claims that while the Transcaucusus Mountains are home to the wild grapevine Vitis vinifera sylvestris, grapevines did not grow naturally everywhere in the region. Yet within a relatively short period of time, ancient viniculture spread in all directions of the known world, something that could not have happened without trade of some sort. Along with grain and minerals, wine is among the earliest trading commodities,  and when it was traded, wine often became an economic as well as cultural powerhouse. 
Throughout the ages most knowledge about wine has come our way from scientists like McGovern and from agrarians, historians, religious leaders, poets, and even politicians. Volumes have been written about the places where wine is produced, how it is produced, and sometimes why it is produced. I have read hundreds of these books. They cover the universals connected to wine—archaeology, culture, cooking, religion, and so on—but with the exception of a few personal stories or biographies, and one particular book, Wine and the Vine, by Tim Unwin, wine merchants are neither celebrated nor condemned, they are just there. 
Wine merchants, however, do the legwork; they find the product, move it, store it, get it to us. Depending upon the period of history, wine merchants sometimes accomplish these things against great cultural odds. Telling the wine story from the perspective of its commerce can lead us, if not to an understanding of caste, exploration, discovery, invention, climate, food, war, religion, and the endless human spirit, at least to marvel at it all.
In England, merchant is the word used for those who engage in either wholesale or retail trade. In the American vernacular, merchant has recently taken on a less honorable cloak. The success of one major wine critic in the US was in part built on the belief by some that wine merchants can’t be trusted to recommend the best wines because they have a vested interest in making the sale.
From what I know of the wine trade, past and present, sure, some wine merchants have been less than on the up-and-up, and some have been inscrutable, but some have been incorruptible or even innovative, too. In other words, wine merchants are like us, and no one can deny that without them we—the consumers—would have a tough time getting our wine.
Yet, I sometimes find myself wondering if wine merchants really are like everyone else. First, the availability and price of wine are at the whim of both nature and governments. Which makes it tough to maintain a steady and good living as a wine merchant. Second, there is the fickle species we call customer, who, wooed by thousands of brands, can turn away from one and toward another in an instant. Finally, it takes years to become educated in wine—you don’t awaken one morning and say, “Today, I will become a wine merchant.”  That kind of epiphany arrives only after something much deeper in the human soul has taken place.
My wine epiphany took place when I was quite young, in the cellar of an immigrant Italian who, like my family, would up in Brooklyn, New York. I loved Anton—the winemaker—for what he taught me about wine and about living. I used to help him load boxes of grapes in autumn and listen to Anton talk about his life in Italy and in New York. I used to sniff his barrels just after they had been emptied of wine he had recently bottled. Most of all, I loved the old man’s wine, which I first tasted when I was six or seven, cut with water. For  my pay, Anton gave our family a gallon of wine at holidays and other occasions. I had no idea how strong Anton’s influence would be on me as an adult, and it certainly took me a long time to find out. 
Having a head for numbers, I was persuaded in high school that I should become a Certified Public Accountant, so I spent two years working in the accounting department of an air conditioning manufacturing company in Brooklyn, and attending City College at the Brooklyn campus at night. I probably would have died of boredom had the military draft not intervened, but after being declared fit for service, and not wanting to be an Army grunt, I joined the US Air Force. 
The air force also recognized my head for numbers. I received training in the first ever high-tech computerized inventory control system, which proceeded to bore me for almost four years. Before I had left for military service I had already developed a taste for premium wine, and for dining out—at age nineteen, I was the only one in my group of friends to own a corkscrew. In the military I had been lucky to make friends with a few older men who had been sent to many parts of the world, and who had established their own taste for wine and food. These men taught me a few things more about wine.
After military service and a semester at the University of Maryland at College Park I was back in New York  and slightly adrift. I worked in inventory management but hated it, so I quit and got myself a taxi driver license while sorting out what to do next. But I continued to explore the world of wine, scaring a few taxi passengers after they discovered the Spanish wine sack that always accompanied me in my cab—full at the beginning of my shift, drained by its end.
I began to read about wine, to save bottles and labels, to dream of travel to wine countries. In the mid nineteen seventies came an opportunity for my new wife, Anne, and I to live and work in Iran, to the country where the scientist McGovern found an ancient wine site. During two years in Iran, we were able to take a few trips, to Greece and throughout Europe. The wine bug had bitten. Back in the U.S. we traveled to wine sites in California and Washington. We joined a wine association and networked with wine professionals. While I held a job in finance in Manhattan, I worked part time at a wine shop in the New Jersey community where we had bought a home.
In 1984 I made the leap to establish my own small winery in the leading New York State wine region, the Finger Lakes. The business lasted only eight years, but it served to strengthen my ties to wine, and to work first as a sales representative for two small wineries and then as a wine distributor sales representative. I also began a wine writing career. Finally, in 2000, a partner and I established a wine retail shop in what was then the upcoming East Village neighborhood in Manhattan. I had entered the second oldest profession—wine merchant. My accounting and inventory control background came in handy, because wine certainly is a business.
Wine is an ongoing pursuit, both inside and outside the glass. It requires volumes of reading, miles of travel, and hard work. This chronicle is an attempt to introduce you to what I have learned and continue to learn about the historical importance and influence of the wine trade. My task was to glean from books and experience primarily those areas of the wine story that pertain to trade—to the role of merchants over the centuries. To me, the wine trade story is as exciting as any thriller. I hope by reading this book, you will dig further into reading to gain the complete and glorious history of wine. If you take the bait, I promise that you will be richly rewarded, especially if you look into the bibliography at the end of this book.
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“As intriguing and often exciting as the stories of the origins of viniculture are, this tangled ‘vineyard’ needs to be trod with caution.”
Patrick McGovern in Ancient Wine: The Search for the Origins of Viniculture
 
As March approaches, and the snow that covers the Elburz Mountains to the north of Tehran begins to melt, water that is not diverted to reservoirs and cisterns flows violently south and down the city's streets. The Iranian word for the wide-open concrete trench that carries the water is jube. It is an open sewer system that dates to Alexander the Great and his conquest of the Persian Empire, and if it were not in place, southern Tehran would likely be flooded a few times a year. What begins in March as a quiet trickle, by April becomes a roar. Yet, with all the water flowing from the northern mountains, Tehran–and much of the Near East for that matter–has a largely desert climate. By mid-summer, the jubes are near dry, and only the highest peaks of the mountains are white, like the 18,000-foot Mount Damavand. Dry is generally how things remain until the wet winter season when rain or sleet falls on the city and snow again covers the mountains to the north down to their foothills. 
A few hundred miles southwest of Tehran—not too far east of the Biblical Mount Ararat—the 15,000-foot Zagros Mountain Range separates Iran from Turkey, Armenia and Iraq. Like the Elburz Mountains, the Zagros have historically supplied liquid to Iran–but not just water. In 1997, an archaeological research team led by Patrick McGovern analyzed pottery vessels that had been previously uncovered from a site they believed to have been the kitchen of a square mud-brick building. 
Inside the ancient pottery were traces of a residue that proved in the lab to be made up mostly of tartaric acid. McGovern had earlier discovered that grapevines were the only source for tartaric acid in the ancient Middle and Near East and so the discovery of the acid proved that wine had been stored in that pottery. The team dated the finding to about 5,600 BCE. It was the oldest wine-related finding at the time, and it seemed to suggest that the Persian's ancient ancestors, the Aryans, had something to do with the discovery of wine. The trouble is, wine could have been discovered anywhere between the caves of Europe and the mountains of Iran. 
 
[In 2011, fermentation jars and a wine press dated about 6,000 years old were discovered in a cave in Armenia, and in 2017 a discovery about 20 miles south of Tbilisi, Georgia, on a Stone Age mound named Gadachrili Gora, included pottery with decorative grape etchings. Analysis of pollen at the site shows it once hosted grapevines. Archeologists concluded the inhabitants of the site produced wine on a large scale around 6,000 BCE. 
Grapes have been around much longer than 6,000 BCE. In fact, grapes predate humans. Fossils of the vine genus named Vitis survived in sub-tropical forests of eastern France about 37 million years ago. From there, various subgenera of Vitis spread across the globe. By the time Homo sapiens arrived a few hundred thousand years ago, Vitis Vinifera sylvestris, a wild grapevine specie, had survived everything, even ice ages, and established itself in the Transcaucasus.
Grape seed remnants have been discovered on the European continent in Paleolithic (Stone Age) caves, and they were there well before the wine residues of the Zagros Mountains. The grape seed remnants offer little clue as to the form in which the grapes had been consumed. But anyone who makes wine knows that freshly picked grapes will ferment into wine if left untended in a temperate, dark place like a wine cellar–or a cave. Even back then grapes would have had on their skins the yeast necessary for fermentation. It is not much of a stretch to imagine that a few curious cave dwellers, mystified by the microbial activity before them, might have tasted the resulting juice and discovered its inexplicable powers over mind and spirit. Certainly, the Persian myth of  King Jam-Sheed recognized the possibility. But we are left to speculate: did the stone-age grapes give sustenance to cave-dwellers as a dessert of wild fruit after some wild game, or did the enticing aroma, robust color and forward flavors of wine accompany their mostly meat dinner? Or perhaps a skin of wine was passed around and shared by members of the tribe while they viewed and critiqued the most recent cave drawings.
If available, wine's ability to warm and to make the drab cave life palatable would have been among the most pleasing of the hallucinogenics enjoyed by hunters, but would it have been traded? 
European Paleolithic time is marked by the dual activity of trade and war, the former often being the cause of the latter, which sadly proves how little we have evolved. The nature of the wild grapevine, however, makes it unlikely that wine was a commodity before the birth of civilization 8,000 years ago. Instead, wine would have been quite rare. Wild grapevines produce either male or female flowers. Male flowers alone cannot produce fruit, and female flowers cannot produce fruit until they have been pollinated. Pollination requires a confluence of conditions that include the proper climate, proximity to pollinating insects, the wind, and so on. Even when pollination is successful not all the flowers on a wild female grapevine are pollinated, and those that are must then endure potential disease or adverse weather conditions in order for the fruit to survive. In addition, the natural tendency for most wild plants is to produce an excess of leaves and wood as protection for their ongoing survival. The more wood and leaf produced, the less chance there is for the development of full, juicy, ripe fruit. Under these conditions, only some of the sparsely pollinated flowers on a wild grapevine survive a growing season, which, in the Stone Age, would have made fruit production inconsistent, thus rare. 
About 12,000 years ago much of the earth was still cold and emerging from the last ice age. Massive ice shields that blanketed the globe, from the Alps to the Adirondacks, slowly receded. The retreating ice cut into the earth, leaving behind mountains, valleys, and waterways. When Paleolithic cave dwellers went out to hunt and felt the new warmth in the air, they must have liked it a lot. Game animals also liked the warming trend; they traveled to better and distant grazing land. Hunters were forced to wake up earlier and to seek farther to find food. Their success at putting food on the table surely was far less certain than a weekly paycheck. Large latter-day Paleolithic communities of hunters covered such great distances that they began to split and to scatter into many communities. When community groups established themselves across boundaries and across continents, it was the convergence of Mesolithic life in Europe and of Neolithic life in the Middle East–two periods that converged. Out from their caves and living in a variety of dwellings 10,000 years ago, humans were hunter-gatherers, but not for very much longer.
Generally, the men hunted and the women gathered. In their gathering role, women must have discovered the benefit of growing crops from seed. They probably easily coaxed the men to stay home and to put their tool-making talent to use, to make the newly discovered practice of “gardening” less labor intensive. Soon enough animals were domesticated both to help out on the farm and to provide meals. This development of agriculture was the start of communal village life. Humans made the conversion from hunter-gatherers to farmers somewhere between 8,000 and 6,000 BCE, which of course is a period that coincides with recent wine residue discoveries.
 

2. Of Water, Wine and Early Civilization
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“...God also said, "See, I give you every seed-bearing plant on the earth and every tree which has seed-bearing fruit to be your food....A river rose in Eden watering the garden; and from there it separated into four branches...The name of the first is Phison...the second is Gihon...the third is Tigris...the fourth is Euphrates.” Genesis 2, King James version
 
Desert-like conditions exist today between the southeast shores of the Black Sea and northwest of the Persian Gulf, in parts of Turkey, Armenia, Iran, and Iraq, but archeologists and historians tell us that 8000 years ago the region was a verdant paradise. What is referred to in the Old Testament as Eden is known in history books as the Fertile Crescent. Prior to World War I, we called the place Mesopotamia; today it is the Middle and Near East. 
The placement of the Garden of Eden is described as being between four rivers created by a swelling body of water that broke into branches. Geological evidence confirms that thousands of years ago in the southern Mesopotamian region flooding occurred often. Recent geological evidence extends the flooding to an overflowing Mediterranean Sea which, scientists speculate, might account for the sand deposits that now blanket a great deal of the Middle and Near East. Despite periodic devastation through flooding, it was here, near the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, where the practices of agriculture, husbandry, and viticulture is believed to have started. 
Ancient Mesopotamians are believed to have migrated from Central Asia, settling between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. One of the earliest groups to settle called it  Sumer—Land of the Two Rivers. They relied for survival on a bounty of date palms, nut trees, wild vines and wild grains. Barley was an important crop, important enough for it to be used first as food and later as currency, and although wine is often referred to as the first drink of civilization, that title likely belongs to barley beer. Neolithic farmers consumed a lot of beer. In Classical Greek mythology the wine god, Dionysus, is said to have fled from Mesopotamia because its inhabitants preferred beer. But McGovern makes a good case for grapes and wine in the ancient mix. 
To prove his case, McGovern makes the important point that grapes were the only fruit of the region that contained the necessary yeast—Saccharomyces cerevisiae—that could effectively jump-start all fermentations, including beer from barley, date palm, or pomegranate. He also points out that the yeast could only start its work when it had access to the sweet pulp inside grape skins—-or another source of sweetness—which could happen only after grape skins had been broken. He believes that honey and/or date went into the mix of most fermentations as sources of added sugar to feed the process.
Wine eventually would be produced from only grapes, but that kind of wine remained rare and revered, used by rulers and high priests, first for spiritual enlightenment and offering to gods, and then as a valuable trading commodity. 
The agrarian Mesopotamian community was hierarchical and patriarchal. The male offspring or relatives of previous male leaders led the Sumerians. A community ruler controlled the land and then allotted portions of it to his subjects. At harvest, the ruler determined how much of the crop went to each family and the rest of the harvest went to him, to his priests and, since Sumerians accumulated great wealth, to trading among their spreading communities. 
The trade portion of a Sumerian harvest that went into warehouses was the responsibility of the ruler's priests. As a community grew, so did the warehouses and the volume of commodities in storage. The principal commodities of Sumer were metals like silver and copper, as well as clay pottery produced without the benefit of a potter's wheel. Pretty shell and stone arrangements seem also to have been produced in great quantity. All of it was traded. To control the flow of goods, priests created an inventory system made up of symbols or pictures—pictographs—etched in clay tablets to represent the items in storage and their quantity. Highly prized wine was stored in the warehouses, too.
Like their Stone Age ancestors, Sumerian families suffered many differences, most of which was brought on by disappointment over the distribution of wealth and power. These differences led to the development of breakaway communities. Each new community became both a trading partner and a potential foe. Some of the idyllic landscape that the Sumerians turned into farms also became a place for bivouacking as each community was forced to develop a military for protection. Wars were often sparked by trade disagreements that developed when merchants traveling to distant communities found the local ruling class coveting their wares and their wealth. 
A story dated around 2,500 BCE tells of a series of wars that stemmed from a Sumerian city-state named Lagash. The wars made it necessary for the government to raise taxes to pay for arms. When peacetime returned, the bureaucrats relinquished neither power nor sources of revenue. They also proceeded to diminish the personal rights of the citizenry. To pay the taxes, citizens had their boats, cattle, and private important fisheries seized. When a shepherd was forced to have his sheep sheared for wool, he paid an extra tax if it turned out to be white wool. And when the bureaucrats took control of the temple and its grounds, they stole the community's important grain and wine warehouses. A savior arrived, and he managed to reduce taxes and to free the culture, but he lasted only a decade or so, and Lagash once again sank into devastating wars. 
To accommodate these growing complexities of Mesopotamian life the pictographs that started out recording warehouse inventory had evolved into a written language we know as cuneiform. The new script was the basis for the first literature, putting into written form what had been passed down for ages in the art of story telling. 
 
[A breakthrough cuneiform poem appeared in Babylon around 1800 BCE. It was etched in clay and it is among the earliest pieces of literature to have been discovered. The epic poem of Gilgamesh tells of a major civil war in Mesopotamia, but it also tells of a man's journey in an attempt to elude the Babylonian fate of the dead—to spend eternity as a wandering spirit. In an important passage of the poem, Gilgamesh meets with an old ruler named Utanapishtim who recounts the story of a great flood that struck southern Mesopotamia around 5,000 BCE. The flood forced Utanapishtim to gather his family and flock and to flee up stream along the Two Rivers, to the high ground of the north. This story is a rewrite of a Sumerian tablet discovered in 1914 that was believed to have been one source for Gilgamesh's epic poem. In the earlier Mesopotamian story, the name of the man who flees from the flood with his flock is Ziusudra. In the Book of Genesis, the man who flees a similar flood is named Noah. 
 
“And the Lord said unto Noah, ‘Come thou and all thy house into the ark ...Of every clean beast thou shalt take to thee by sevens, the male and his female: and of beasts that are not clean by two, the male and the female; of fowls also of the air by sevens, the male and the female; to keep seed alive upon the face of all the earth. For yet seven days, and I will cause it to rain upon the earth forty days and forty nights; and every living substance that I have made will I destroy from off the face of the earth.”
Genesis 7, King James version
 
When the dove bearing an olive leaf appeared as a sign that the great floods had receded, Noah found himself on the high, cool plains of Mount Ararat. He quickly got to work to establish his livestock…and to plant a vineyard. If archaeologists are correct that Mount Ararat is a natural home of the wild grapevine species, Vitis vinifera sylvestris, why would Noah have had to plant a vineyard there? 
Sumerians must have propagated new vineyards first by planting grape seeds or cuttings from wild grapevines. If so, they would have had to live with the inconsistent fruit production of wild vines. But nature is known to produce freaks. In this case, Sumerians might have noticed some freak vines with both male and female flowers—self-pollinating hermaphrodites. Observant farmers would have noticed more consistent fruit production from these vines, and they certainly would have wanted to duplicate that situation. To do that, they would have had to abandon the wild vines and start self-pollinating vines either from seed or from cuttings. That seems to be what happened, and it gave rise to a new grapevine species Vitis vinifera sativa the cultivated wine vines that remain in use today throughout the world.
By planting his own grapevines on Mount Ararat, Noah perhaps offers proof that ancient Mesopotamians had figured out how to cultivate grapevines.
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3: The Wine Trade Crosses the Seas 
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“Wine and the domesticated Eurasian grapevine had already begun their odyssey southward from the highlands of the Caucasus, Taurus, and Zagros Mountains during the Neolithic period.”
Patrick McGovern in Ancient Wine: the Search for Ancient Viniculture
 
Grapevines don’t much survive in the arctic or at the equator. In places where they do survive, grapevines, and the fruit they produce can suffer from temperature extremes. In southern wine regions, where summers can be quite hot, over-ripened grapes can result in limpid, flat juice and wine. On the other hand, grapes grown in a cool climate are naturally high in acidity—sometimes too high in a shortened growing season. In these times, with the threat of climate change altering what can be expected of annual vintages across continents, the best way to ensure solid enjoyable wine remains careful grapevine cultivation, by propagating and selecting particular grape varieties suitable for particular climates, through proper site selection for sun exposure and air and water drainage, and by good vine maintenance to manage crop size. 
Today, the methods for the best vineyard practices and the most suitable grapevines for specific regions are researched at agricultural universities and extension services across the globe and then made available to the wine industry. In ancient Mesopotamia, research was accomplished by trial and error in the field, and evidence suggests that Mesopotamians knew a thing or two about quality control in the vineyard. 
In southern Mesopotamia, where floods were often devastating, farmers laboriously gathered great quantities of earth to build large hills at the top of which they planted grapevines. The motivation to move and to create these little mountains was in part to protect their crops from flooding, but also to emulate what had been recognized as favorable growing conditions. Through clashes and rivalry between northern and southern wine regions, history bears witness to the delicacy and thereby more interesting qualities of the former over the latter. Northern Mesopotamian wines were highly prized. The cool northern Mesopotamian evenings, when grapevines require rest from the heat of the day, was in large measure responsible for the success of its wines. 
The great effort of southern Mesopotamian viticulturists had its bad times, too. If periodic flooding did not drown the vines, the continual reconstituting of the soil made it too fertile, overfeeding the grapevines’ extensive root system. Farmers sometimes could not build hills tall enough to duplicate the climatic conditions of the mountainous north. By the time of Babylon, wine production south of those cool mountain ranges had all but been abandoned, but the thirst for wine had not.
 
[In the city-state at Babylon—located not far from what we know today as Baghdad—hardly any wine was produced, but wine was bought and sold. In the Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian legal document established around 1800 BCE, rules governing the wine trade included simple punishment for a fraudulent wine seller: he was to be dumped into the river. It was an easy sentence to administer, since the trade took place right next to the two great rivers of the region—Tigris and Euphrates. Hammurabi’s code also disdained public drunkenness. The drunk and unruly in neighborhood taverns—which were operated mainly by women—were subject to the same fate as frauds. 
Trade of all kinds was brisk in Babylon, resulting in a growing merchant citizenry. Much of the economic wealth was in the hands of families who had built fortunes in the wine and spice trades. The fourth century BCE controversial Greek historian,  Herodotus, provided his account of wine destined for Babylon about 4,000 years ago. He described how Armenian traders built a circular raft from animal skin and then made a frame for the raft from willow wood. They placed a layer of straw over the skin to protect it from their cargo, which was wine stored in casks made of date palm wood. Taking with them one donkey, a couple of Armenian salesmen rowed and floated close to the shores of the Tigris. In Babylon, they sold the casks of wine as well as the frame of the vessel at market. Afterwards, the tradesmen wrapped provisions in the skin, rolled it up, loaded it onto the donkey and set out for home.
By the time of Babylon, Sumerians had reached their nadir; Arabian Semites had become the dominant group. Some of this group migrated to settle in what is now North Syria, in a mountainous climate quite suitable for grape growing. Wine was shipped down the Euphrates from northern Syria's border with Anatolia (now part of Turkey) to a city called Mari that was later burned by the Babylonians. Various tolls along the Euphrates were charged for the right to pass—a cost that was built into the price of the wine cargo. The cost of the raft on which wine was floated down the river to market was also included. By the time wine from Mari had made it to market the price in shekels was the equivalent of $12—$15 for a bottle of wine in our modern market—only kings, queens, and their priests could afford to pay for wine. 
The wine-profitable region of Anatolia is where the phrase “eat, drink and be merry” has its roots, from fourteenth-century BCE Hittite culture. At the time, wine trading tracked along caravan routes from Mesopotamia, southwest into Egypt and east to Asia. The value of that wine is reflected in the high price of vineyard land under Hittite rule, which has been estimated to be as much as forty times over other arable agricultural plots. Anyone who did something stupid that resulted in losses either in the number of vines or in crop size faced serious corporeal and/or monetary reprisal; the severe fines were paid in barley and could exceed six months worth of income. 
The wine trade of northern Syria followed the same caravan routes and was equally profitable. The most revered of Syrian wines was a lush, sweet Chalybion that was shipped from Damascus over mountainous ranges to eagerly awaiting Persian kings. Syrian wines made their way farther east, to what is now Afghanistan and was then part of India, and to northwestern China. But wine in Asia was mostly a curiosity that did not become part of the overall culture, flourishing mainly in the trading market areas even when it was later traded along the famous Silk Road in the second century BCE. Perhaps Asian indifference gave Mesopotamian wine traders more reason to turn their focus to the west and southwest.
One particularly successful group of wine traders—the Phoenicians—are believed to have arrived in the Levant from Asia Minor, an area that included North Syria and Turkey. When the Phoenicians settled in what is now Lebanon they quickly saw the trade advantages offered by the shores of the Mediterranean; they were among the earliest to chart the seas. Their wine merchants invested heavily in Hebron, making it a premium wine-producing region.
Scholars present us with the possibility that Phoenicians and Minoans of Crete may have been the same people—some scholars offer a collective mastery of waterway navigation as proof. Others speculate that the Phoenicians might have been direct descendants of the Canaanites, a wine culture referred to in the Old Testament's Book of Numbers.
 
[In Semitic languages like the one Phoenicians spoke, one-word nouns were often used to represent whole phrases that described outstanding or complex attributes. The word “hebron,” stems from the phrase: Valley of Grapes. The modern-day English word “wine,“ is believed rooted in the Semitic “yain.” In Arabic today the word is “wain;” in Greek it is “oinos;” in the romance languages “vin, vino, viña, vinho;” Germans say “w(v)ein.” The word may have been used to describe the uniqueness of the grape, which is the only fruit that, on its own, is capable of providing the proper nutrition for the yeast on its skin and sugar in its juice to ferment into a beverage with an alcoholic content at  a minimum eight percent by volume, and a few percentage points  beyond.
Phoenicians eschewed vast land holdings, preferring instead to establish their homes in great city-states like Aradus, Beirut, and Sidon. A Phoenician city was often surrounded with small tracts of land: not enough to raise vital grain crops, but just enough for efficient viticulture—their wine merchants traded high quality wine throughout the Mediterranean for grain and other necessities. Two of the most important Phoenician trading posts were at the world-renowned Byblos, located about midway between Beirut and Tripoli, and at the fortress city of Tyre, where potable water had to be brought in by ship but there was plenty of wine to go around. 
Trading stations existed along the south coast of Iberia with Celt-Iberians, on Sicily's coast, on other Mediterranean islands, and along the coast of North Africa. In A History of Wine, H. Warner Allen recounts an unusual trading practice between Phoenicians and North Africans that he uncovered in the texts of the
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