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ForewordStephen Satterfield

It seems I have never once missed an opportunity to talk about becoming a sommelier by age twenty-one—not in a talk or interview and now, not even in a foreword for a friend’s book. It isn’t so much a source of pride as it is an important fact to know about me, one that has colored my life more than any other hobby, occupation, or curiosity. I don’t know if other sommeliers feel this way, but I suspect they do. When you begin on a professional path at a young age, while still a teenager, it is bound to leave a deeper impression than later, less committal endeavors. It is the combination of youth and indoctrination that makes it so much a part of one’s identity. So long after I left the wine profession, I saw (and still see) myself as a sommelier.

Beyond what I’d learned in the trade, the experience of being in such a homogeneous space—even outside the United States—helped me understand the world beyond my own borders. I did not want to be bullied out of the wine industry, but I also didn’t want it to be so boring! For a group of professionals trained to have good taste, we left much to be desired. We were a flavorless bunch of grapes—that is what happens when everybody in the group is the same.

In a righteous and indignant state, imbued with the hubris and exuberance of youth, I was looking for a cause to throw myself into. I soon found it in South African wine. Reading about the history of the Western Cape, the reflection of racial segregation—the US South and South African apartheid—was clearly evident in the stories of the Brutus Sisters and the band leader, Vivian Kleynhans, who is featured later in these pages. It was the energy of women like Vivian and the talented winemaker and Chardonnay artist Carmen Stevens that brought me back to South Africa time and again.

Had I known Cha McCoy back in those days, perhaps I would not have needed to go to Africa to find myself and my voice in wine. I would have been too busy listening to Cha’s stories! Luckily, in Wine Pairing for the People, we are treated to just that—and with an international, cosmopolitan lens. Back in the day, all of the wine books were pretty much the same. All of the rules were so rote and rigid that it was almost as if the same author had ghostwritten an entire category. Even a cursory glance here makes it clear that, mercifully, those days are a distant memory.

For instance, consider the Calulu de Pieixe—an Angolan and São Toméan dish of dried fish stew cooked with red palm oil, greens, garlic, bell peppers, and eggplant. The thought of this dish paired with a chilled glass of Vinho Verde Tinto is nothing short of transportive. This combination, informed by Cha’s time living in Portugal and Italy, her travels across the African continent, and her upbringing in Harlem, lends the text a refreshing quality that feels, at long last, truly different.

Wine Pairing for the People lives up to its name and serves as an impressive showcase of Cha’s scholarship as a sommelier, entrepreneur, and now author. This book is unlike any other wine book because, simply put, Cha is the author. I have come to know her as adventurous, enlightening, and hilarious—a beloved colleague and friend. Part of the charm and allure of being in Cha’s company is her way of telling a story as if she were sittin’ on the porch, delivering it with the energy, thoroughness, and animation you’d expect from a Harlem native. Growing up, Cam’ron and Mase made Harlem seem as if it were still at the center of Black culture, just as it was when Art Kane captured A Great Day in Harlem. After reading about the food in Little Senegal, I could be convinced that it’s still true.

Lastly, I offer you a fair warning regarding the section featuring São Toméan dishes. It may incite severe wanderlust, provoking strong and recurrent urges to drop all of your responsibilities—laptop, book, and board. I encourage you to keep the book close, somewhere in your kitchen where you can return to it regularly. What brings me the most joy is knowing that for the mini-mes, the young people, and the twentysomethings just starting out in wine—those dreaming of the inspired places their craft could take them—they need look no further than Cha as a North Star.

Congratulations to you, my friend, on this tremendous achievement, and to you, the reader, for your excellent discernment. Salute!




A Letter from Layla Schlack
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I came into the wine world almost by accident, with a background editing food and travel magazines. Prior to taking a job at Wine Enthusiast, which brought me into the industry and introduced me to Cha, I was an adventurous wine drinker who was frequently asked by friends or family to pick a bottle to pair with dinner, but I had never made any formal study of wine. That’s all to say that my relationship with wine, from the beginning, has been about exploration. I come from a place of playing with the ways different pairings can alter my experience of a meal or a wine. In this area, I’ve never thought much about rules.

When I started working in wine in 2016, it was still pretty common for beer or a sweet wine to be recommended alongside anything spicy and/or fried. More nuanced conversations about highlighting certain elements of a dish with certain wines tended to be reserved for European cuisines. There were exceptions, of course, but that was my observation. As someone who wasn’t quite acclimated to the wine world yet, I didn’t fully understand it. Why get so detailed, down to the vintage and cru of a wine, to pair a French dish, only to say, “Try an off-dry Gewürztraminer” for any and every Thai dish? (This is not a dig at off-dry Gewürztraminers! It’s just not the only option.) Unburdened by history and formal training, I was positive that interesting, nuanced pairings must exist for everything.

Those were also the days when people would bicker on Twitter about whether a taco that cost more than two dollars could really be authentic. At that time, the perceived value of a food had a direct relationship to how thoughtfully it was paired, and it wasn’t lost on me that usually the cuisines of Black and brown people around the world were assigned a lower monetary value by white media and restaurant financers. Now, we still have a ways to go as far as treating all of the world’s cuisines as equally complex and interesting, but increasingly, all sorts of foods are served in fine-dining settings with exciting wine lists. A movement is under way to document these pairings and the stories behind them, to add them to that canon that for so long focused on only one continent.

One of my favorite parts of this book was diving into history and the idea of cultural terroir. When we look at how something like peri peri moved through the world, where the spices and cooking techniques originated and who popularized the dish to a broader audience, I think it brings a new perspective to the idea that what grows together goes together. So much of what we eat and pair is being served in a different context than where it originated, and I’m excited to be part of a growing number of books that face that fact head-on.

All the best,

Layla 




Introduction
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I fell in love with wine while living in Italy. While there, the wine and food themselves weren’t the only things that were fascinating to me—I was drawn to a lifestyle where food, wine, and socializing around the table come together as a focus of daily life.

Enamored by wine, I started my wine journey by working in wine retail and going after my sommelier certification. As my passion for travel persisted, so did my thirst for knowledge about wine. I started organizing trips to wine country to further understand the agricultural component as well as the science of wine making, while drinking well, and to experience this thing called terroir, firsthand.

With my growing wine knowledge, I was eager to share with others and take my wine career to the next level. However, I found it difficult to find a job as a sommelier without the formal wine pedigree that was required for this title. After many attempts to get an interview for a sommelier position in New York City, I decided to take matters into my own hands and build an experience in which I can introduce connoisseurs and enthusiasts to new styles of wine. And it turns out, they were eager to learn and explore.

The great Shirley Chisholm once said, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring in a folding chair.” In my case, I brought two folding tables and started my own wine dinner series called The Communion. I wanted to create a communal experience where wine was equally important as the food and not the afterthought, and where socializing and building community was a focal point. These pop-ups were more than a wine tasting—they became a cultural exchange from the curated menu of wine and food served to the guests at the table. It was important to me to feature wines from around the world with foods from around the world. Focusing on producers who cared about quality over quantity, sustinablity, and low-intervention practices in the vineyards and the winery was going to be my differentiator, engaging all levels of wine lovers.

My first pop-up was in 2017, and over five years, I went from my Harlem apartment to international cities such as London, Rome, Madrid, and Quebec City. And since then, I have expanded these dinners within the United States to San Francisco, Charleston, Harlem, Brooklyn, and Syracuse, where I opened my first brick-and-mortar, The Communion Wine & Spirits boutique shop. Each destination had a different wine and food theme, but all with the same goal of making wine feel more accessible and part of everyday life for everyone. This quickly became my motivation and mission and the focus of my events around the world.

Through my wine dinner pop-up series, The Communion, my engagements as a wine educator, my travels, and now this book, I’m driven to prove that wine has a place on every table. The cuisines of Africa and its diaspora, as well as Asia, are just as worthy of delicious pours. I became motivated to share how Senegalese, Jamaican, and Chinese cuisines, to name a few, also had the potential for and deserved the experience of wine and food pairings, despite the fact that my formal wine training said otherwise, except for Riesling.

Vinous curriculums often focus on the principle that “what grows together, goes together,” and on the notion that fine dining is limited to Western European cuisines. These educational materials classify spicy and funky foods, among others, as a challenge to pair, rather than an adventure. However, that didn’t match my experience. I knew that good food well made goes with wine of the same caliber, regardless of whether they had a history together. More to the point, as a sommelier, formal education and training is passed on to customers and clients. I couldn’t send that message or reinforce the idea that greatness means conforming to Eurocentrism. As a Black woman sommelier who had to fight my way into the room, I wanted this book to make space for those of us who felt othered in this industry, and that our food, our hair, our style, our music did not long belong here. I hope this book inspires you to challenge the social norms of the wine industry, especially if it silences your identity.

The unapologetically seasoned, spiced, and sometimes spicy foods of the world outside Europe are long overdue for wine pairings that match their complexity, vibrancy, and cultural relevance. And if you’re still craving beef bourguignon by the end of this book, hopefully you’ll approach wine pairing with The Communion way of thinking.

This book is for those wine lovers like myself, who did not grow up with wine at the family dinner table or with the language for it. And who, perhaps, like me, after discovering your favorite wine (mine was Sauvignon Blanc), you felt like you missed an eternity of enjoying one of life’s simple pleasures. Maybe you want to get to know wine more intimately or to expand your palate, and you just don’t know where to start. Don’t worry, I got you: I was you and this book is for you.

Cheers,

Cha McCoy

How to Use This Book

First, we start with the basics: In this introductory section, you’ll find a glossary of wine terms, tips for how to taste wine and identify flavors, and my favorite down-for-whatever wines that will pair with most foods and situations. So if you’re new to wine, don’t worry. I’m not going to throw you into the deep end.

The majority of the book is organized by country, except when we get to the United States, where I break down the pairings by different styles of regional cooking. Each chapter serves as a guide to pairing its respective cuisine, so you will learn about the history and culture that goes into a dish, the spices and aromas that define a locale, which wines to pair with which dishes, and why they work together. At the end of each section, you’ll find the Wine List, sort of a cheat sheet that tells you what wine I recommend for each signature dish covered in each country or region. So if you just want to know what bottle to bring to a Lowcountry boil or serve with a Moroccan tagine, I’ve got you covered. You can find what you need quickly summarized at the end and keep moving.

You can also read this book cover to cover and get an education on the history of the dishes and the different principles around how geography plays a role when pairing wine and food. For some readers, this will be more valuable than me telling you what to drink on a specific occasion. My approach is informed by my own experiences, travels, and preferences, so in that sense, it’s different from a lot of the classic wine guides. Some of the principles are the same, and some are ways of thinking that I had to develop when my instructors and textbooks didn’t help when, say, I was consulting for my restaurant clients the best wine to go with Jamaican oxtails or jollof rice.

Because travel has been such a key part of my wine journey, I hope this book provides an element of armchair travel too. Come join me at an Angolan café in Lisbon or in the vineyards in Chile. Immersing yourselves in these cultures and destinations will deepen your understanding of why the pairings work and why the dishes in these pages deserve great wines to go with them.

In some chapters, you’ll find a cocktail recipe or information about other, non-wine beverages that are signature to a country or cuisine. And for those countries that do make wine, you’ll learn about the history of their wine industries, the people making the wine today, and how these bottlings work with local dishes. That is to say, no two chapters are exactly the same, but I can promise that you can flip open to any page of this book and find digestible wine information that will wet your palate. Grab a bottle and have fun choosing your own adventure.

Understanding How to Taste Wine Like a Pro

For anyone who’s newer to wine or hasn’t really interacted with industry pros, I know it can be intimidating to watch people swirling their glass and sniffing before sipping, then begin waxing poetic about what notes they found in the glass. Think of this section as a quick guide to get you comfortable with the wine world so that you can focus on what’s in your glass and how well it goes with what’s on your plate.

Theory on Tasting

When sommeliers, critics, and other wine professionals taste wine, they do it in a very methodical way in order to deduce its quality. What’s considered good depends on factors such as balance, complexity, intensity, and for certain styles of wines, how well it might age or has aged.

Good wine is one that you like, and what’s good to me may not be good to you. That’s fine. You should drink what you love. Still, deductive tasting, as it’s called, will help you develop the vocabulary to explain why you like what you like and prepare you to translate that to a sommelier. This process is known as the five S’s:

See: Hold your glass of wine against a white background and examine it. What’s the color? How opaque is it? Does this red wine have a brownish tint or pink rim to it?

Swirl: Give it some air. This is different from the oxidation that can happen in the bottle; it’s a way to activate the aromas and flavors in the wine, to open them up. You are now decanting the wine in the glass.

Sniff: Give the wine a good sniff. Some pros will try one nostril, then the other, and then both. Others have a preferred side. Try different ways and see what you get. This is an important step, as our sense of smell is responsible for 80 percent of what we taste.

Sip: This is the moment you’ve been waiting for. Swish the wine around in your mouth a bit, maybe suck in some air. Pay attention to the structure of the wine: How do the acidity, tannins (if there are any), body, and alcohol balance each other out? What is the mouthfeel?

This is also when you match up what you sniffed with what you’re tasting. I’ve always divided scents and tastes into four categories. From these macro categories, I can get down into more detail, which you can see in the Flavor Wheel:








	Fruity (cherry, cranberry, apple, peach) and floral (rose, white blossoms, citrus blossoms)

	Mineral (salinity, slate, rocks) and vegetal (bell pepper, jalapeño, grass)




	Spice (baking spice, wood, tobacco)

	Chemical (petrol, kerosene, tar)






Savor: After you’ve swallowed your sip, pay attention to the finish. How long does it last? Do new flavors or sensations reveal themselves? I also like to take this moment to think about how I feel about the wine. Do I like it? Do I want to drink it again? Does the wine need food? It’s one thing to buy wines that are highly rated or award winning, but if you’re sitting in that savor moment and don’t love what you just drank, that’s not the right wine for you.

Aromas and Flavors

Everyone’s seen a TV show or movie with someone making fun of some wine snob for saying a wine tastes like leather-bound books or the forest floor. But being able to identify what you taste and smell from a wine is a valuable tool when you’re pairing because it will help you think about flavor combinations you like.

Here is something called a flavor wheel. The idea is, you can scan it to help you identify what it is you’re tasting and smelling. I didn’t invent it, but mine’s a little different from other ones out there, because these are notes I use. It’s influenced by my palate and my frames of reference. The things we taste and smell on a regular basis shape the descriptors we reach for when we’re tasting wine. So use this wheel as a guide to help you put words to what you’re experiencing in a glass and keep building on it.
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Theory on Terroir

Terroir is the way wine reflects the environment in which the grapes were grown. Terroir influences the flavors and structure of the wine, and it also provides the special, magic quality that makes drinking wine a transporting experience. In some cases, I’ll look for similar elements of terroir between wine and food. A lot of seafood goes well with wine from coastal regions, for one. When you’re talking about terroir, here are the main components to consider:

Aspect and elevation: Put more bluntly, this is site selection. Whether vineyards are on a hill, a mountain, in a valley, or on flat land, location will affect how the wine tastes. So does the direction the vineyards face, whether it’s east, with morning sun, or west, with afternoon sun. Angling a vineyard toward ocean breezes or sheltering mountains can also have an impact.

Climate and weather: In theory, climate is the long-term patterns of weather, defined by things like average temperatures and rainfall during a given season based on location. For example, Paso Robles, California, is mostly known for having a warm, sunny climate (minus a few cooler pockets), with cool nights and a bit of rain and fog coming over the mountains from the Pacific Ocean. That’s its climate. Typically, most of its rain falls in the winter. That’s where weather and climate meet. A lot of those patterns are changing, and in some regions, there no longer seems to be much of any pattern, but for now we still consider climate distinct from but closely related to weather. The latter is the conditions in a given year, and it’s the primary factor in why one vintage is different from another.

Soil and geology: Whether the soil the grapes grow in is sandy, clay-based, volcanic, gravel, or any number of other variations, geology determines both how water drains away from the vines, and the mineral nutrients available to them. The presence of rocks and how much soil sits on top of the rock is another factor here.

Culture and tradition: Not all wine books or educators will include this as a factor of terroir, but I think it’s an important one. Some regions have historical methods and standards for wine growing and wine making that influence even those wines that break free of those traditions. In other regions, wine is a relatively new product, but culture or conditions might be similar to a region with a history of wine making, so that will inevitably influence the wine.

Pairing for the People

There are two major ways to approach pairing a dish: marrying similar flavors, or layering in a contrasting flavor. Simply put, the flavor pairing will either be a complement to each other or a contrast. There are many ways to match food with beverages, but the key to a great pairing is finding balance. The main elements to consider in the dish in order to identify a potential pairing are the same ones a chef or a mixologist has to approach when creating a new recipe: acid, fat, salt, spice (heat), and sweetness. Once you understand where your dish ranks on each of these measures, you are able to cultivate the palate experience you want with the wine.

The first thing to match is flavor, which is pretty straightforward: You can look at the flavor categories and think about what flavors will be in your dish. If you’re taking this approach, it’s important to think about acidity and sweetness too: Tart, tangy dishes like a salad with a vinaigrette will want a wine with a good amount of acidity, while desserts will call for a sweet wine, to give two examples. You can also match based on texture and weight. For example, some wines have sort of an oily or waxy texture, and those will pair well with greasier foods. For denser, richer foods like steak, you want a rich, full-bodied wine.

I do want to talk about the idea that “what grows together, goes together,” which is so common in wine. In the chapters that include wine regions, I’ll get into more detail about that. But even for countries that don’t grow wine grapes or have a wine-making culture, there can still be a nugget of truth to this theory. For example, sometimes the cuisine of a seaside area will pair well with a wine whose grapes are grown in a maritime region, because both will have that oceanic salinity to them. The same can be true for mountains or deserts.

If you want to create a yin-and-yang effect with your pairing, think of contrasting flavors that work well together, like sweet and salty, or sweet and spicy. I sometimes think of this approach as using the wine as a sauce or a condiment, like the wine can stand in for a squeeze of lemon on your fish. It’s harder to pair for texture this way—a light-bodied wine like Alvarinho won’t lighten a rich, saucy dish like barbecue ribs; it will be overpowered. But there’s one important exception: Sparkling wine goes with just about anything. For richer or oily dishes, its acidity and light texture can act as a palate cleanser between bites.

Wine Rules for Serving

Regardless of what food and wine you’re serving, you want to have decent wineglasses that make it easy to swirl and aerate wine and that concentrate aromas toward your nose. They don’t have to be fancy, but preferably you’ll use clear glass and with a stem. You don’t necessarily need a different shape for every style of wine; there are plenty of good universal glasses on the market these days. Be sure to have a corkscrew to open the wine. It sounds obvious, but it never hurts to remind yourself before company shows up.

You also want to serve your wines at the right temperature, and that’s different depending on the style. A good rule of thumb is that the lighter the body, the more chilled the wine should be. Here’s a quick guide:









	Style

	Temperature

	Chill Time




	Sparkling

	40–45°F

	2 hours




	White

	45–55°F

	1½ hours




	Rosé

	50–55°F

	1½ hours




	Red

	55–65°F

	45 minutes–1 hour




	Fortified

	55–60°F

	45 minutes–1 hour






Down for Whatever Wines

If you’re hosting a potluck or aren’t quite sure what your guests like, stock up on wines that are easy, approachable, and will pair well with many cuisines.









	Red

	White

	Sparkling




	Gamay

	Chenin Blanc

	Blanc de Blancs




	Pinot Noir

	Viognier

	 




	Garnacha

	Chardonnay

	 






Wine Terms Defined

Acidity: The tartaric, malic, citric, and succinic acids in wine that create a mouthwatering sensation and balance tannic and sweet characteristics.

Age: The amount of time wine spends maturing in the bottle before it’s opened. Wine is also aged before bottling, but that’s generally not what’s being referred to when we talk about the age of a wine.

Alcohol, ABV: Most dry wines fall in a range of 10–15 percent alcohol by volume (abv); the alcohol level correlates with how ripe the grapes were when they were picked and will affect the wine’s flavors and body.

Appellation: A legally defined region where wine is grown.

Balance: How the acidity, tannins, sweetness (if present), and alcohol work together with the flavor notes and aromas.

Body: The weight of the wine on your tongue.

Botrytis/noble rot: A beneficial yeast that infects grapes late in the harvest season; these grapes are often used to make sweet wines.

Bright: High in acidity.

Dry: Not sweet.

Fermentation: The process of yeast converting grapes’ sugar into wine’s alcohol.

Finish: The persistence of flavor after you’ve swallowed a sip.

Lees: Spent yeast left in the wine for weeks, months, or years that imparts a bready or toasty flavor.

Malolactic fermentation: A secondary fermentation in which tart malic acid is converted into lactic acid, which gives the wine a buttery or creamy sensation.

Mouthfeel: The wine’s texture, such as silky, creamy, velvety, or coarse.

Oxidation: The chemical reaction that occurs when wine is exposed to oxygen. Often, this is a flaw that reduces the wine’s vibrancy, but sometimes it’s a choice by the winemaker to achieve certain characteristics.

Pyrazines: chemical compounds found in grape skins that can give wine a green bell pepper flavor.

Residual sugar: Sugar left in the wine after the fermentation process that makes a wine sweet to varying degrees.

Tannins: A biomolecular compound present in grape skins and oak, among other things, that gives wine a drying sensation.

Terroir: The factors such as climate, weather, soil, aspect, and elevation that create a wine unique to a specific time and place.

Texture: How the wine feels in your mouth.

Variety/varietal: Variety is the type of grape used, such as Chardonnay or Cabernet Sauvignon, while varietal is an adjective used to describe characteristics of or wines made from one specific grape.

Vintage: The year in which a wine’s grapes are picked. Not all wines will have a vintage, because some blend multiple vintages.

Vitis vinifera: The Mediterranean grape species from which a lot of the world’s wine is made.




Africa
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This book had to start with Africa, because everything starts with the Motherland. From the souks of Marrakech down to the top of Table Mountain, the Continent has also been a vital part of my own journey as a traveler, inspiration as a wine professional, and identity as an African American.

I don’t cover every African country here, and some have been combined. That’s not meant to diminish the thousands of unique cultures, languages, cuisines, or terroirs that aren’t included or that are grouped together. I just wanted to focus on the areas that have made an impact on my journey so far, and to highlight the spices, dishes, and cuisines from the main travel destinations and the accessible cuisines from the continent that you can find globally. Maybe this section will spark your own journeys of learning, traveling, and tasting. I am excited to continue to discover more of Africa in the future, and I hope this inspires you too.

In this section, you’ll learn about everything from South African wine making and its connection to Portuguese colonialism, to my personal connection to East Africa through DNA testing. I go beyond travel and wine, into a journey of self-discovery. And I have my own motive here too: I think that exploring these cuisines through the lens of fine wine will provide more opportunities for chefs on and from the Continent to break into the fine-dining world. Opening the door for more fine dining African experiences in the Western market would create real financial gain.




Morocco


	Coordinates: 31.7917° N, 7.0926° W

	Capital: Rabat, or Ribāṭ in Arabic

	Country/Continent: Morocco is in Africa. It’s bordered by the Atlantic Ocean to the west, and the Mediterranean Sea to the north. Surrounding countries are Algeria to the east and southeast, Western Sahara to the south.

	Population: 37 million

	National Drink: Mint tea

	National Dish: Tagine and couscous

	Top Export: Fertilizer, cars, consumer goods

	Official Languages: Arabic and Moroccan Berber

	Independence Day: November 18, 1956

	Independence from: France



One of the ways a wine can be pure magic is when it starts off closed, reserved, not giving anything away on the nose or palate, and then it blossoms into something spectacular. My first impression of Marrakech was also a little bit like that. After stepping onto the tarmac, into air so hot that it rippled, my friends and I got in a cab and wound through a tangle of streets that seemed a uniform, dusty shade of terra-cotta. All I could see was the heat and that hue. We were staying in a riad, a traditional guesthouse found commonly in Morocco, and upon arrival, our host immediately greeted us with the mint tea that I would later learn is customary here; its aroma filled the air. We sipped politely in the courtyard before we were shown to our rooms. There, we were greeted by blue, green, and yellow, with black-and-white mosaic-tiled floors and a view down to a courtyard with a fountain in the middle. And it was an explosion of color, which was a huge difference from the monochrome clay palette that painted the city.

I knew then that Morocco was going to be special, like a mystery we’d have to uncover. From design to the culinary, it would be a layered adventure. And it did not disappoint.

That sense of exploration came on top of a strong surge of emotion. This girls’ trip to Morocco was my first time in Africa. I had been living in Italy, determined to experience more of the world, and here I was on the Continent, with the badass Black women who were closest to me. It meant something to be on the soil where my ancestors had once stood, where most white people were the minority, for a change, and I blended in with the majority. On the streets, vendors would shout “Sister! Sister, good price for you.” Nothing could take away from that—not the budget airline with uncomfortable seats that charged for bottled water, not losing my luggage in transit, not an airline strike in Italy that left me scrambling to make it to Morocco. Standing in the middle of the souks, soaking in the vibrant culture of Morocco, made the hectic journey all worth it.

When we stepped off the plane, everything looked, felt, sounded, and smelled completely different from what I was used to. I was smacked in the face by temperatures of 90-plus degrees Fahrenheit and served a side order of arid air that made it feel more like Mars, not Marrakech. The early September temperatures were what we would describe in New York City as “Africa hot.” But I also felt a sense of comfort and belonging instantly. It was this mix of discovery and confidence that fueled my adventures to Marrakech. We immersed ourselves in the rituals of this Arabic nation from honoring the adhan call to prayer five times a day, to visiting hammams for a traditional cleansing. That also meant haggling in the souk for argan oil, saffron, tea sets, rugs, and leather goods to bring back as gifts, and then returning at night to eat street food at the famous stalls in the medina. What’s stuck with me since, as wine has become a central part of my life, are the fragrances, spices, and smoke-kissed flavors of that trip, and a thirst to continue traveling, tasting, and exploring the world.

Looking back on Morocco through the lens of wine, I’ve developed a stronger appreciation for the country’s terroir and culture. I think it’s just as important as a traveler to look at the character of a place and how it might determine my experiences there, as it is to consider how terroir influences what it is I taste in the wine. If we define this as some alchemy of soil, climate, topography, and biodiversity, Morocco has a distinct terroir. If we layer in history and culture, we get even more complexity.

The Maghreb, or Mediterranean region of North Africa, has been home to the Berber people for a millennia. This Indigenous group remains today, despite occupations by Phoenicians, Romans, Ottomans, the Islamic Empire, and as recently as the mid-twentieth century, the French. The Spaniards have also occupied some of the country’s ports, and several independent dynasties have reigned. With coasts on both the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, Morocco’s culture has absorbed and adapted these foreign influences seamlessly.

Moving south and east from the coasts, you’ll come to the Atlas Mountains. Their highest peak stands at more than thirteen thousand feet, and these mountains provide sanctuary for Berber languages and various animal species that may have gone extinct without this shelter. In between the sea and the desert, this range has a semiarid climate; it’s rich in natural resources like copper, silver, iron ore, marble, and more. Here, too, European flora and fauna come together with those more common in other parts of Africa.

And then there’s the Sahara. The world’s largest desert forms a neat swoop around the country’s southeast. It influences people’s livelihoods; tribal people are mostly reliant on raising hardy livestock and leading tours with activities such as camel trekking, sandboarding, moonlight dune hikes, or even spending the night in the desert immersed in the Berber lifestyle. As droughts become more severe and the desert even drier, many people may be forced to move into the city. Here, nights can be cold and days scorching hot—the type of diurnal swings winemakers drool over.


Sip the Culture

Although Morocco does produce wine, it’s not the primary drink for the observant Muslim population. Here are some drinks you’re likely to encounter:

Mint tea. All day, every day, you’ll find sweetened mint tea. Some people choose warm drinks in hot climates because the beverage makes them sweat, ultimately cooling them off. Plus, the minty flavor can feel a little cooling.

Khunjul. This is another tea, made with some of the same spices you’ll find in ras el hanout.

Orange juice. A lot of oranges grow here, so you’ll find plenty of fresh-squeezed juice.

Avocado smoothies. A filling drink made with avocado that’s often blended with almonds, dates, or both.



In the middle of all this is Marrakech, a city of about one million people, surrounded by lemon, orange, and olive groves, near the mountains and desert, set inland from the Atlantic. It’s a historic center that was the national capital during some dynasties, and that has also been quite poor during others. Today, it’s an important tourist hub. Some of the most misunderstood places in the world are economically poor, largely inhabited by Black people and other people of color, and yet have a strong magnetic attraction to outsiders. Maybe it’s the urge of the colonizers to always look for the next place to “discover” or the next Instagram-worthy destination, but Morocco consistently remains the destination for culture. The ancient walled city is home to the country’s largest souk, or marketplace, plus a lot of smaller ones. The result is a terroir with a little bit of everything—sights, sounds, smells, tastes waiting behind staid terra-cotta-colored walls.

On my first full day in Marrakech, before my eyelids opened, that feeling of Where am I? kicked in; it was becoming very familiar to me as an expat. I have taken advantage of my life abroad, traveling
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