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For Derek and Justine Dornan
and Sue and Peter Morgan –
cheers, sláinte mhath, lechyd da!
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Introduction

JANCIS ROBINSON

I spend my days writing about the minutiae of wine, but reading this lovingly assembled collection of poems about stimulating drinks of all sorts has taught me a great deal. Although, I don’t need any help in understanding the ineffable, benign potency of one or two drinks, and the dangers associated with six or seven.

One of the first verses in this collection is this particularly appropriate and atmospheric extract from Fitzgerald’s translation of The Rubaiyat:


Here with a Loaf of Bread beneath the Bough,

A Flask of Wine, a Book of Verse—and Thou

 Beside me singing in the Wilderness—

And Wilderness is Paradise enow.



Missing from the collection is an even briefer extract from the same source, which is perhaps my favourite wine-related sentiment:


I often wonder what the Vintners buy

One half so precious as the Goods they sell.



Nowadays we tend to forget how important a theme wine was for Arab poets, even after the Islamic prohibition of alcohol. As well as the famous poem by Omar Khayyam, I was particularly pleased by the inclusion of a couple of poems by the fourteenth-century Persian poet Hafiz and for the contribution from Abdullah Ibn Al-Mu’Tazz devoted to that social taboo, drinking in the morning.

A love, or certainly veneration, of wine is evident throughout this collection. Even John Gay’s long ‘Ballad on Ale’ in the section of the book devoted to beer includes the lines:


But wine, that’s richer, better still,

Ev’n wine itself (deny’t who will)

  Must yield to nappy ale.



(One of many things I learnt was that, in this context, ‘nappy’ means ‘strong’.)

And the anonymously written ‘Stanzas to Pale Ale’ acknowledges wine’s special place in life and society:


Oh! I have loved thee fondly, ever

  Preferr’d thee to the choicest wine;



Henry Carey, writing his ‘A Drinking Song’ in the early eighteenth century, was unequivocal in his devotion to wine:


Make a new world, ye powers divine!

Stock’d with nothing else but Wine:

Let Wine its only product be,

Let Wine be earth, and air, and sea –

And let that Wine be all for me!



In Victorian times, when ‘The Spirit of Wine’ sang in William Ernest Henley’s glass, it apparently sang:


I am health, I am heart, I am life!

For I give for the asking

The fire of my father, the Sun,

And the strength of my mother, the Earth.

Inspiration in essence,

I am wisdom and wit to the wise,

His visible muse to the poet,

The soul of desire to the lover,

The genius of laughter to all.



I approve of his understanding of how grapes ripen to yield the juice that will be fermented into wine. If he were around today he might have signed up for a Wine & Spirit Education Trust course.

Many of the poems illustrate the close bond generally perceived between wine and love. Omar Khayyam uses the poignant ‘thou’ and William Ernest Henley invites his lover to:


Fill a glass with golden wine,

 And the while your lips are wet

Set your perfume unto mine,

  And forget.

Every kiss we take and give

Leaves us less of life to live.



Yeats’s ‘A Drinking Song’ also conflates drinking and loving with mortality:


Wine comes in at the mouth

And love comes in at the eye;

That’s all we shall know for truth

Before we grow old and die.

I lift the glass to my mouth,

I look at you, and I sigh.



D. H. Lawrence explicitly mentions ecstasy in conjunction with wine, just as his fellow novelist Thomas Hardy does with his chosen alcoholic drink, the sweet cyder of Wessex. It is hardly surprising, then, that one of this book’s eight sections is devoted to The Wine of Love.

It’s inevitable, however, in view of the addictive nature of strong drink, that many a poem is devoted to the love of wine, or more generally the love of alcohol. Drunkenness is inseparable from the Bacchic revel, however alluring the latter seems when described by Anacreon in a verse that memorably begins:


Strew me a fragrant bed of leaves,

Where lotus with the myrtle weaves;

And while in luxury’s dream I sink,

Let me the balm of Bacchus drink!



But ‘Bacchus, let me drink no more!’ pleads Robert Herrick, who observes:


When our drinking has no stint,

There is no one pleasure in’t.



In the poem ‘PH. Best & Co.’s Lager-Beer’, a place where beer is sold is even described as ‘the ticket-office of sin’. In contrast, Yeats’s ‘A Drunken Man’s Praise of Sobriety’ strikes this enthusiastic drinker as rather smug:


Sobriety is a jewel

That I do much adore;

And therefore keep me dancing

Though drunkards lie and snore.



G. K. Chesterton enters more readily into the spirit of things by introducing us to the ‘rolling English drunkard’ who depends on ‘the rolling English road’ and ends up going to Glastonbury via Goodwin Sands and Paradise via Kensal Green.

The section on whisky tackles alcohol a bit more head-on than the more wine-focused sections, but then it’s a stronger drink. ‘Whisky Johnny’ is a traditional full-blooded ode to the delights of Scotch despite its ruinous effects:


Whisky fills a man with care,

Whisky makes a man a bear.



Indeed, spirit drinkers seem more bullish about alcohol in general. The traditional ‘Rye Whisky’ boasts:


I’ll drink my own whisky,

  I’ll drink my own wine;

Some ten thousand bottles

  I’ve killed in my time.



One year I calculated how many wines I had tasted that year and the tally was also ten thousand. But then I spit to live, and do not agree with the sentiment expressed in ‘Good ol’ Mountain Dew’ that


the alcohol that it contains

  Will all your troubles cure.



In my wine-obsessed life, I hadn’t come across ‘Rhymed Guide to the Highland, Islay and Campbeltown malt whiskies of Scotland’ before and was utterly charmed by the poetry of the roll-call of distillery names:


Bruichladdich, Lagavulin,

Bunnahabhain, and Laphroig.



It goes on:


Solemnly we name this Hector

Of the West, this giant’s nectar:

Benmore, Scotia and Rieclachan,

Kinloch, Springside, Hazelburn,

Glenside, Springbank and Lochruan,

Lochhead. Finally, to spurn

Weaklings drunk and cowards sober,

Summon we great Dalintober.



These are all distilleries in Campbelltown, on the Kintyre peninsula, which was once the world’s Scotch whisky capital with thirty-five distilleries, of which only three remain – Springbank, Glengyle and Glen Scotia.

As a wine writer reading all these poems written so long ago, I was of course looking for clues about wine-drinking habits in the past. I was struck, though, by the different kinds of drinking vessels, how rarely bottles feature and that wine seems to have been just as often served in jars and bowls. This is nicely illustrated in Keats’s ‘Hence Burgundy, Claret, and Port’, where he refers to a rummer, which is a large glass, as well as a bowl:


Instead of a pitiful rummer

My wine overbrims a whole summer;

  My bowl is the sky



Whilst Byron exhorts ‘Fill the goblet again!’

As for what sorts of wines were served, ‘Canary wine’ (from the Canary Islands, a popular import at one time) features in Ben Jonson’s mouth-watering menu in ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’, and Keats also mentions it in his ode to the Mermaid Tavern where he sips a ‘beverage divine’. In Twelfth Night, Shakespeare has Sir Toby Belch urge Sir Andrew Aguecheek to cheer himself up with ‘a cup of canary’ and also features ‘sack’, the forerunner of sherry. Shakespeare’s contemporary John Fletcher writes in ‘The Dead Host’s Welcome’:


Be merry, and drink wine that’s old,

A hearty medicine ’gainst a cold:

[ . . . ]

Sack, white, and claret, let them bring,

And drink apace, while breath you have;

You’ll find but cold drink in the grave.



Some of the most emotive writing describes the joys of hop picking in ‘Kentish wood and fold and lane’ as seen by a refugee from the ‘forlorn and faded town’ (London’s slums). Readers can also marvel at the vivid local colour in the detailed brewing recipes from the Kalevala, the nineteenth-century compendium of Finnish folklore that should surely be more widely known outside Scandinavia.

But the biggest revelation for me in this book about the practice of drinking alcohol, so much more readily associated with men than women, was the power of the female poets chosen. Emily Dickinson is hardly an unknown, but this collection reminds us of the allegory she chose for her celebration of nature and of how much more celebrated German wines once were:


I taste a liquor never brewed –

From Tankards scooped in Pearl –

Not all the Vats upon the Rhine

Yield such an Alcohol!



From her pen and palate there is also:


I bring an unaccustomed wine

To lips long parching, next to mine,

And summon them to drink.

Crackling with fever, they essay;

I turn my brimming eyes away,

And come next hour to look.



There are no fewer than three contributions from Amy Lowell, a later and perhaps more strident Massachusetts-born poet, including the unequivocal:


Happiness to me is wine,

Effervescent, superfine.

Full of tang and fiery pleasure,

Far too hot to leave me leisure

For a single thought beyond it.



The Irish-American Lola Ridge uses wine to tell the story of the end of the Romanovs in ‘The Spilling of the Wine’:


Wine

And blood in thin bright streams

Besprinkling the immaculate snow;



It is perhaps surprising that there are not more references to wine and blood. Perhaps an anthology of religious poems is planned?

My middle name is Mary so I was delighted to discover Mary Robinson, an eighteenth-century actress, courtesan and prolific writer whose life was so colourful that she deserves a biopic at the very least. She so adroitly uses words to paint a socially detailed picture of a military camp that she is well up to the standard of any of the dozens of poets who feature here, including Baudelaire, Blake, Byron, Herrick, Keats (who provided one of our favourite tasting notes in his ‘beaker full of the warm south’ in ‘Ode to a Nightingale’), Shelley and Yeats.


Henry VII, Act 1, Scene 4

GUILDFORD: Ladies a general welcome from his Grace

Salutes you all. This night he dedicates

To fair content and you. None here, he hopes,

In all this noble bevy has brought with her

One care abroad. He would have all as merry

As, first good company, good wine, good welcome

Can make good people

William Shakespeare (1564–1616)


THE FIVE REASONS


from The Odyssey

It is the wine that makes me talk in this way

wine will make even a wise man fall to singing

it will make him chuckle and dance

and say many a word that he had better leave unspoken

still, as I have begun, I will go on.

Homer
tr. Samuel Butler (1835–1902)


The Five Reasons

If all be true that I do think,

There are Five Reasons we should drink;

Good Wine, a Friend, or being Dry,

Or lest we should be by and by;

Or any other Reason why.

Henry Aldrich (1647–1710)


Here with a Loaf of Bread beneath the Bough

Here with a Loaf of Bread beneath the Bough,

A Flask of Wine, a Book of Verse—and Thou

 Beside me singing in the Wilderness—

And Wilderness is Paradise enow.

Omar Khayyam (1048–1131)
tr. Edward Fitzgerald (1809–1883)


Give me Women, Wine, and Snuff

Give me Women, Wine, and Snuff

Until I cry out, ‘Hold, enough!’

You may do so sans objection

Till the day of resurrection;

For, bless my beard, they aye shall be

My belovèd Trinity.

John Keats (1795–1821)


Facing Wine

Never refuse wine. I’m telling you,

people come smiling in spring winds:

peach and plum like old friends, their

open blossoms scattering toward me,

singing orioles in jade-green trees,

and moonlight probing gold winejars.

Yesterday we were flush with youth,

and today, white hair’s an onslaught.

Bramble’s overgrown Shih-hu Temple,

and deer roam Ku-su Terrace ruins:

it’s always been like this, yellow dust

choking even imperial gates closed

in the end. If you don’t drink wine,

where are those ancient people now?

Li Po (701 AD–762 AD)
tr. David Hinton (1954–)
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