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				Natural wine is wine without crap in it.

				That’s a super simple definition of natural wine, and a conversation opener. But, of course, there’s more. To make a natural wine, you first start with organic viticulture of some sort—in other words, you farm your grapes organically. Then, once the grapes are harvested and you start the wine-making process, you don’t add anything foreign or remove anything from the wine, nor do you shape it with machines. This is natural wine. Oh, there is a little wiggle room: sometimes a sulfur derivative may be added, as a preservative, and in a minimal amount. The ideal, however, is that there is none.

				Almost everyone is shocked when they find out that not all wine is natural and not all wine is made from one simple ingredient, grapes. Quite the contrary. It’s astounding that there are more than seventy-two official, perfectly legal, completely unnecessary, possible additives. And additives aren’t only for supermarket wine. Even some of the high-priced, culty wines will have at least ten. But natural wines are so very different. They may still be a microscopic speck in the global wine scene, but their popularity is growing. Like the Little Engine That Could, this tiny natural wine movement is slowly pulling the rest of the wine world up the mountain. Its influence is outperforming its size.

			

			HOW WINE IS MADE

			Just as milk comes from a cow, wine comes from the vine. Where both the cow and the vine get their nourishment is their place: their terroir.

			Understanding terroir will forever change your relationship with what’s in your glass. Knowing farming and wine-making basics helps you understand why you love the wines you do, and then enables you to ask winemakers, sommeliers, and your wine shop salesperson smart questions. All this knowledge paves the path to more wines that delight you.

			CHOICES IN THE VINEYARD

			The great cliché is that wine is made in the vineyard. Hang around winemakers and you’ll hear this so often you’ll assume it’s merely marketing speak. When it comes to natural wine, this is the truth.

			But any good point is worth repeating, and when it comes to natural wine, it really does begin in the vineyard. To make a natural wine, you need impeccable grapes that have their fruit in balance with their acid and tannin. That means you better know how to farm or know someone who does. Here’s a working example of the impact of farming: Soil nitrogen is essential to vine health. It also impacts aromatics. So, you can either work the soil to get the proper levels of nitrogen, or you can just leave the soil as-is and add nitrogen-boosting nutrients to the wine itself once in gets to the winery. Guess which one the natural winemaker chooses?

			This is but one of the choices a winemaker can make (or not) in the vineyard. Generally, farming can fall into one of five categories: conventional, sustainable, organic, biodynamic, and natural.

			CONVENTIONAL: There are variations on the theme, but basically farming is done by synthetic addition. Herbicides are sprayed to remove weeds, instead of mowing or tilling. Pesticides are used instead of, say, smashing those Japanese beetles with your hand, as a friend of mine does. Machines are used to pick the grapes, and usually the vines are planted to accommodate these vehicles rather than the vine. Can you tell if a vineyard is conventionally farmed by looking at it? Yes. The earth might be scorched. It may be very hard, compacted. Do not be fooled; sometimes even conventional farmers plow. Plowed soil is not necessarily a sign of good farming. Also, depending on when you visit, the vines may look organic with plenty of weeds. But if you go to see them right before harvest, usually there will be telltale signs of herbicide; the vineyard is bare and burned. Another tell: if nitrogen fertilizer is being used and it’s after harvest, the grape leaves will stay an unnatural green and not turn fall colors. This form of farming cannot birth a natural wine.

			SUSTAINABLE: What a snake pit this one is. The French call it lutte raisonée, which, directly translated, means “reasoned fight.” But when it comes to farming, it is taken to mean “farming by common sense.” Worldwide, there are private organizations that issue sustainable certifications—for example, California’s Sustainable Winegrowing Alliance has Certified Sustainable, and Oregon has Oregon Certified Sustainable Wine and Salmon-Safe. France has Terra Vitis.

			Basically, sustainable means “we reserve the right to spray when we need to spray.” While a nice compromise, unfortunately the word is extremely fluid. To some, “sustainable” means having a certified LEED winery. To others, it’s using no pesticides but then spraying Roundup to kill weeds. Others are mostly organic and perhaps spray some antifungal once every few years. While this is a fine place to start, a truly natural wine must come from a place of farming convictions, and that means finding another method to treat problems instead of using synthetics.

			ORGANIC: Back in the 1970s, just as conventional farming was really becoming entrenched, organic farming took off. Mostly, its champions came from the hippie culture. The resulting scrawny vegetables were ridiculed. Today, organic farming is superb, and the joke is on those who laughed.

			Fertilizers here are composts or additives derived from animals, vegetables, or minerals. Pesticides, too, are derived from nature. Just as with herbal supplements, one shouldn’t assume that because it’s organic, the treatment is nontoxic. For example, one organic product derived from marigolds is so dangerous that farmers must wear a full protective bodysuit to use it. Then there’s the controversial copper. Used in conjunction with sulfur and lime, this copper sulfate is historically known as Bordeaux mixture and is the only effective nonsynthetic, organic-approved protection against deadly mildews. A little of this mixture is not so bad; in fact, it is necessary to a plant’s health. However, a free hand with the copper can be problematic, and steps are being taken in Europe to greatly reduce the legal amount allowed, as even small amounts can build up in the soil over time, causing toxicity to the soil, to insects, and to fish. Many fabulous farmers, such as Christian Ducroux in the Beaujolais, did without copper treatments for seven years. Most of the best do their best to use the stuff way below the maximum allowed by law.

			There are many winemakers who choose not to apply for certification for many reasons; perhaps they feel the regulations are not strict enough, or perhaps the application process is too cumbersome or expensive.

			Methodology of farming is not regulated or certified. Farmers find their way, and often fashion dictates choices. Some organic farmers coplant beneficial plants such as leeks, clover, and horsetail, which bring potent and important nutrients to the soil in addition to some antibacterial properties. Some plow by machine, some by horse, some not at all. Excessive plowing is falling out of fashion. One doesn’t want to disturb the soil too much, but before harvest many organic farmers tend to mechanically remove the high grass and weeds so workers can get to the vines.

			Increasingly, one can’t claim to be organic without certification, and worldwide there are several certifying bodies, such as USDA Organic and CCOF (USA), EU Organic (EU), AB and Ecocert (France), and BioGro (New Zealand). There are also local organizations, some with more stringent requirements.

			BIODYNAMIC: Developed by philosopher Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), this practice borrows pages from the ancients and takes a spiritual and homeopathic attitude toward agriculture. In biodynamic farming, you pace your practices to nature’s rhythms. You work to understand the art of transformation through natural processes such as fermentation, maybe by burying cow dung to turn it into pure and potent compost. Common practices include vineyard treatments that are organized according to the season, locations of the constellations, and phases of the moon. The object is to heal, not harm. It is proactive rather than reactive. Its scope in farming is far greater than just the physical dirt and vine.

			This farming is based on nine treatments that are of animal, vegetable, or mineral origins, sprayed in small, homeopathic doses. Dung, nettle, silica, and chamomile, for example, can be made into teas that are dynamized. This means the treatment is diluted in water and then swirled intensely to create a vortex, which is said to connect the mixture with the greater creative rhythms and pulses of the universe. Some practitioners embrace the practice on that level, while others embrace it because of its proven performance. Regardless of motivation, this kind of farming fosters a spiritual and hyperobservant bond between the farmer and the vine. Some of the certifications worldwide are Demeter (various), Respekt-BIODYN (Austria), Biodyvin (France), Certified Biodynamic (Australia), and AgriBioDinamica (Italy).

			NATURAL: Finally, there is the kind of farming that
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			APPENDIX 1 
NATURAL WINE FAIRS

			If you have an old-fashioned notion of what a wine fair is like—say, heading to the Marriott Hotel in Times Square to partake in a $1200 tasting of the top-scoring wines and all the pomp and tuxedos associated with it—get ready for an adjustment. The natural wine version bears no resemblance. These are parties, there are food trucks, there is pizza, there is great coffee or a superior tea dealer or real sake importers. Under one roof, you can engage with a wide range of winemakers and, of course, taste their stuff. You get to speak with real live winemakers with muscular hands, not marketers. These are your wine heroes. Attending is the very best way you can learn about wine.

			These fairs used to be the wine professional’s territory, but now there are many open to the public. The price (minus the airfare) is cheap to relatively cheap, between $5 and $75. Chances are there’s one in your time zone, but here is where your passport comes in handy.

			Think ahead. Reserve a ticket (in the States these wine tastings sell out fast). At the best ones, you can taste natural wines from the world over, engage with those real winemakers, and meet like-minded wine-obsessed folk. These are great first steps to start building relationships with those on the frontline. But first, be prepared.

			PROTOCOL

			After you pay your entrance fee, you’ll often get a glass to take home. You’ll get a booklet with the wines. Unless it’s a petite tasting, you won’t be able to taste everything. Take out your pen and create your strategy. You’ll want to taste anywhere between fifty and one hundred wines. More? Sure. (See “Spit or Swallow,” this page.)

			Many people taste whites first and then reds. This is not my favorite strategy because I might never get back to that winemaker. If you’ve got an unlimited amount of time, you can try to methodically taste at every single table. Or you can taste wine from two wineries from every region, just to get a feel of them and to understand what you like and why you like it. Another approach is to concentrate on a region, a grape, or a country, and mark off everyone in that tasting book that has something you’re looking for.

			BEHAVIOR: If you’ve ever been to some big-points tasting, you’ve witnessed some very obnoxious behavior. Don’t do it! At a natural wine fair, most likely it’s the winemaker and not a hired hand pouring the wine. Be respectful. Make eye contact. And by all means, ask them questions. You’re there to learn.

			DRESS: This is serious work, and you’ll be on your feet tasting for hours. Wear comfortable shoes, for God’s sake. And while some wear white, it’s best to not—unless you want it to turn into a tie-dyed garment of saturated red.

			HYGIENE: Go scent-free. I’m talking about your scented soap, deodorant, and moisturizer. Do not, I repeat, do not use aftershave or any sort of cologne, including essential oils, and this also goes for having recently smoked pot. It smells.

			LANGUAGE: Don’t expect winemakers to speak English. This is true whether you’re tasting in the United States or elsewhere. If you don’t speak the winemaker’s native tongue, by all means, just be polite. Everyone understands the words hello and thank you.

			NOTE TAKING: Even if it’s a star, a heart, or a checkmark.

			TIP: Make sure you ask people standing next to you if they’ve tasted anything exciting. This is a great way to meet fellow enthusiasts, and you’ll get some pretty spectacular recommendations.

			SPITTING: There’s a lot of wine. Most likely you’ll be tasting between fifty and one hundred bottles of wine, and if you don’t spit, you’re going to be blotto after the fifteenth. You want to learn and be clear-headed, and you most definitely do not want to get drunk (see this page on how to taste and spit). I find that I feel the effects of the alcohol by what gets absorbed through my cheeks, so for every five glasses I taste, I swish and swirl and spit water to clean things out.

			THE TOP WINE FAIRS IN THE WORLD

			What: La Dive Bouteille

			Where: Saumur, Loire, France

			When: Midwinter

			Why: Legacy

			This is big daddy of them all. Run by Sylvie Augereau, this is now held in a cave in Saumur, but it has been held in several locations over the twenty years or so that it has existed. It is the most reliable, the most intense, the most extraordinary wine fair. It’s held at the very end of January or the very beginning of February on a Sunday or Monday. But La Dive tops off a packed weekend. You see, the last weekend in January is when the Loire turns into “naturel central.” On Saturday, it’s Les Pénitentes, les Greniers St. Jean. On Sunday, there’s Les Anonymes, a scruffy off-festival that claims to have under-the-radar winemakers. Though not totally true, some new faces do show up. The wines there tend to be zero/zero. Then on Sunday and Monday, there’s La Dive. If you fancy yourself crazed for natural wine, you’ll need to go at least once in your life for solid street cred and a really fabulous time.

			What: Real Wine Fair

			Where: London, England

			When: Springtime

			Why: Top-quality, pro show

			Started in 2011 by the premiere importers of natural wine in the United Kingdom, Le Caves de Pyrene, this fair happens every other year. The tastings are brilliant, always a lot of light and space. The collection of wineries there is stellar, and there are plenty of fabulously interesting people. There’s such a crush and party atmosphere at many of the other wine fairs, but here, one can actually be assured of an excellent tasting experience. In addition, the seminars are worth attending. And of course, London is packed with excellent natural wine bars and food. So plan ahead.

			What: RAW

			Where: Various

			When: Various

			Why: User friendly, especially for beginners

			Isabelle Legeron is the world’s first master of wine to focus on natural. She’s turned herself into the RAW brand and produces natural wine tastings for the public and professionals in various locations around the globe. Sure, always London, but at last glance it was Los Angeles, New York, Montreal, Berlin—and who knows where the next one will be? Very popular, like Real, RAW always has a fabulous food program, and you’ll always get a hipster coffee too. However, they tend to be very crowded, and there’s often more socializing than actual tasting.

			What: Festivin

			Where: Various, Japan

			When: Various

			Why: Culturally profound

			Japan has been seriously into natural wine for nearly two decades. Always a very intense showing of wines.

			What: Brumaire

			Where: Bay Area, California

			When: Early spring

			Why: Burning Man of the natural wine world

			The brains and charm behind this came from the folks at Oakland’s Ordinaire wine bar. Initially, it started with a California focus, but now there’s extraordinary international talent. There’s a lot of bro energy—but it’s so loving, let’s be forgiving.

			What: ViniVeri

			Where: Veneto, Italy

			When: Sometime near Easter

			Why: Mostly Italian producers, serious

			One of the oldest natural wine shows in Italy, ViniVeri started as one show with VinNatur and then split apart. Now presided over by Giampero Bea of Umbria, this is a fine show, with great tasting conditions and generally more professional.

			What: VinNatur

			Where: Veneto, Italy

			When: Sometime near Easter

			Why: A terrific party

			Probably one of the best parties in Italy in one of the most beautiful settings—at the magnificent mansion and grounds of Villa Favorita.

			TIP: If you’re serious about wine, head to Verona for the Vinitaly fair, where there is a marvelous tasting room inside a very massive corporate event. ViVit is an excellent show for serious tasting with seriously gorgeous, professional natural winemakers that range from hard-core to natural enough.

			What: Zero Compromise

			Where: Tbilisi, Georgia

			When: May

			Why: Enthusiastic buzz

			Of course you want to go to Georgia, right? That’s the country, not the state.

			This is a brilliant tasting of the best of Georgian natural wines, and it’s now expanding to other countries as well. The cost is about $15 for a spectacular day of tasting and frolicking. There is nothing as exciting as a country on the move, discovering itself and the feeling of newness and enthusiasm. Come and see the rapidly changing face of Georgian wines.

			
				HOW TO ENGAGE A WINEMAKER—AT A TASTING, WINE FAIR, OR ANYWHERE

				

				You’re under no obligation to comment on the wine. However, feel free to ask questions. The winemaker will appreciate a smart question and will be happy to help you understand. Like what?

				
						
						What vessel do you raise the wine in?

					

						
						How do you think your soils affect your wine?

					

						
						You raise your wine in a clay vessel? That’s interesting. I’m just curious, why?

					

						
						Do you destem everything?

					

						
						Oh, you take the stems off? Can you tell me why you made that decision?

					

						
						Did this vintage (whatever it was) have particular challenges?

					

						
						Is there anything you do differently than generations past?

					

						
						Why did you choose to (fill in the blank)?

					

						
						Could you tell me how you farm?

					

				

			
		

	
		
			APPENDIX 2 
NATURAL WINE SHOPS

			You say you don’t have a great wine shop near you. You can’t find anything natural in your ’hood? You have three choices:

			1. Shop the best shops in the country online—if you live in a state where that’s legal. Hopefully soon, that will be in all fifty.

			2. Start your own shop.

			3. Move.

			But even if you live in a natural wine hub such as Paris or New York, get used to the hunt. Wine fanatics are not only used to it, they thrive on the sport. You’ll be no different.

			You’ll go into every wine shop you encounter. Follow the right people on Instagram. Sign up for the best shop newsletters. And get going. Have an open mind.

			CALIFORNIA

			LOS ANGELES: Domaine LA, Lou Wine Shop, Bar & Garden, Psychic Wines

			OAKLAND: Ordinaire, The Punchdown

			SAN FRANCISCO: Bi-Rite Market, Arlequin Cafe & Food-to-Go, Terroir Natural Wine Bar & Merchant

			FLORIDA

			NAPLES: Natural Wines Naples

			ILLINOIS

			CHICAGO: Red & White Wines, Diversey Wine

			LOUISIANA

			NEW ORLEANS: Faubourg Wines

			MAINE

			PORTLAND: Maine & Loire

			MASSACHUSETTS

			BOSTON: The Wine Bottega, Central Bottle Wine & Provisions, Social Wines

			MICHIGAN

			ANN ARBOR: Spencer

			DETROIT: The Royce

			MINNESOTA

			MINNEAPOLIS: Henry & Son

			NEBRASKA

			OMAHA: La Buvette

			NEW YORK

			BROOKLYN: Thirst Wine Merchants, Uva, Henry’s Wine & Spirit

			COPAKE: Copake Wine Works

			DELHI: Dixie’s Wine and Liquor

			HUDSON: Hudson Wine Merchants

			KINGSTON: Kingston Wine Co., Ester Wine and Sprits

			MANHATTAN: Discovery Wines, Chambers Street Wines, Wine Therapy

			TROY: 22 2nd Street Wine Co.

			OKLAHOMA

			OKLAHOMA CITY: Thirst Wine Merchants

			OREGON

			PORTLAND: E&R Wine Shop

			RHODE ISLAND

			PROVIDENCE: Campus Fine Wines

			TENNESSEE

			NASHVILLE: Woodland Wine Merchant

			TEXAS

			AUSTIN: Sunrise Mini Mart

			HOUSTON: Light Years

			WACO: Wine Shoppe

			VERMONT

			BURLINGTON: Dedalus Wine Shop, Market & Wine Bar

			WATERBURY: Cork Wine Bar & Market

			WISCONSIN

			MADISON: Square Wine Co.
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