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INTRODUCTION

[image: image]



This book unashamedly flies in the face of tradition. Instead of classifying wines by country and region of origin, it turns everything upside down by looking at wines in terms of their styles and flavours and how best to appreciate them to the full.

A matter of taste

To draw an analogy, think about how you would select an eating apple. Are you in the mood for something crunchy and tangy or do you crave a juicier, sweeter style? If you happened not to know the difference between the taste of, say, a Granny Smith and a Gala, how would you know which type of apple to buy?
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A vineyard in New South Wales. Australian wines are hugely popular, thanks to their up-front fruity flavours.

It therefore makes sense to apply exactly the same logic when it comes to the challenging task of selecting a bottle of wine – and this is where this book comes into its own. Once you have decided on the style and flavour you want to drink, all you need to do is open these pages to discover a wealth of tasty recommendations.

How to use this book

Let us assume that you wish to buy a dry white wine. First of all, go to Chapter 3 and look at the general categories. Let us say that you fancy something with an aromatic personality – you now have to decide if you would prefer a delicate style or something with a more pungent or fruitier, floral character. Once you have narrowed down your choice, you will find a summary of the typical grapes from which these wines are crafted, where they are made and some specific names to look for. Finally, there is a handy section on what to eat with each style of wine.

 

This book also features plenty of practical advice, from how to start a wine cellar to how to throw a good wine party, as well as information on how wine is made.
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FROM GRAPE TO GLASS
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Where and how grapes are grown, and the way in which they are manipulated, have a profound effect on quality and flavour. Even a rudimentary grasp of these principles will help you choose wine with extra confidence.
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GRAPE EXPECTATIONS

Nature provides the key ingredient of flavour in the form of the grape and one of the fastest ways of learning more about wine is to become familiar with the styles that each variety creates.



Top 15 Grape Varieties

Cabernet Sauvignon – Creates mainly: fruity reds. Typical aromas/flavours: blackcurrants; cherry; blackberry; chocolate; black pepper; green olives; mint; eucalyptus; cedar, pencil shavings; cigar box.

 

Chardonnay – Creates mainly: neutral whites; richer, whites; sparkling wines. Typical aromas/flavours: lemon; melon; nuts (unoaked); butterscotch; tropical fruit; spice; cream (oaked).

 

Chenin Blanc – Creates mainly: neutral whites; richer, bolder whites; tangy whites; sweet whites. Typical aromas/flavours: apples; hay; beeswax; almonds; wet wool; guava; melon; pear; fig.

 

Gamay – Creates mainly: easy-drinking reds. Typical aromas/flavours: red cherries; bananas; raspberries; strawberries; plums; bubble gum.

 

Grenache/Garnacha – Creates mainly: fruity reds; rosés. Typical aromas/flavours: black and red fruits; smoke; nuts; white pepper; toffee; chocolate; leather; mud; coffee.
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Whatever the equipment used to harvest them, there is no substitute for fine grapes grown on good soil.


Merlot – Creates mainly: fruity reds. Typical aromas/flavours: brambles; damsons; blackcurrants; chocolate; black cherries; pepper; cigar box; mint; coffee beans.

 

Muscat – Creates mainly: aromatic whites; sweet whites; sparkling wines. Typical aromas/flavours: crunchy green grapes (dry; sweet sparkling); marmalade (sweet; fortified).

 

Pinot Noir – Creates mainly: mellow reds; sparkling whites. Typical aromas/flavours: strawberry; raspberry; plum; cherry; truffles; game.

 

Riesling – Creates mainly: tangy whites; sweet whites. Typical aromas/flavours: floral; peach; apple; lime; honey; kerosene.

 

Sangiovese – Creates mainly: powerful reds. Typical aromas/flavours: violets; plums; earth; tobacco; leather; herbs; tea leaves.
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The versatile Semillon grape makes both sweet and dry white wines.


Sauvignon Blanc – Creates mainly: tangy whites; richer, bolder whites. Typical aromas/flavours: gooseberries; nettles; elderflower; asparagus; sliced green capsicum; grapefruit.

 

Sémillon/Semillon – Creates mainly: richer, bolder whites; sweet whites. Typical aromas/flavours: grassy; citrus fruit; lime cordial; fig; pear; greengages; melon; honey; custardy; nuts.
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Tempranillo grapes growing on the vine in northern Spain.

Syrah/Shiraz – Creates mainly: powerful reds. Typical aromas/flavours: violets; leather; wild berries; ripe plums; liquorice; black pepper; chocolate.

 

Tempranillo – Creates mainly: fruity reds. Typical aromas/flavours: black fruits; strawberries; brown sugar; cocoa; vanilla; spice; pipe tobacco; herbs.

 

Zinfandel/Primitivo – Creates mainly: powerful reds; rosés. Typical aromas/flavours: blackberries; raspberries; red cherry; dried fruit; mixed spice; mint; black pepper.
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IN THE VINEYARD

Wine producers have recognized that top quality wine cannot be made without top quality grapes. To this end, new heights of viticultural technology have been pioneered, from the propagation of the vine to how the grapes are delivered to the winery.

The basic requirements

For centuries, soil, climate, altitude, topography, aspect and availability of water have all been taken into consideration when choosing a vineyard site – and the same is true today. Careful attention is also paid to selecting suitable varieties; the density of planting of the vines, the method of pruning and training, and when the grapes are picked are equally critical.

Soil

Each grape variety has its own demands – Chardonnay, say, grows best in limestone, while Syrah prefers granite and Riesling adores slate. In general, top grapes come from vines planted in infertile, free-draining soils where they are forced to plunge their roots deep into the ground in search of life-giving water and nutrients.

Climate

This also dictates what grapes are cultivated where. Some varieties need plenty of hot sunshine to ripen and are therefore unsuitable for cool climates, whereas others relish the struggle that marginal conditions confer. A model wine climate calls for a frost-and hail-free spring, a warm, dry summer, a long, slow ripening season, a rain-free harvest and a chilly winter.
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Very cold weather actually assists vines by killing bugs and allowing them to rest.

Altitude, topography and aspect

Elevated slopes attract more hours of sunshine than flat land, particularly if they are facing the Equator. In hot countries, the best vineyards are found high up on valley slopes where the weather is beneficially cooler. Proximity to a large mass of water is important in marginal climates as it helps to modify cold temperatures, especially by providing protection against damaging spring frosts.

Irrigation

Vast stretches of vineyards (particularly in the New World) rely heavily on irrigation during the growing season – indeed, the vines could not be cultivated without it. However, the amount of water supplied to the vines must be handled with care. The quality of the crop – and hence the quality of the wine – suffers when the vineyards are over-irrigated.
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A winery worker takes a break during the busy harvesting season.

Pruning and training

Most vines are trained along a wire trellis. The idea is to expose the leaves of the plants to plenty of sunshine so that enough energy is generated to grow the grapes and ripen them. In cool climates, however, grapes will not ripen if they are over-shaded by the foliage of the vines, whereas in hot climates, they may be scorched if the canopy is not dense enough.


Reaping the rewards

The timing of the harvest is also crucial. Most producers desire fully ripened grapes packed with sugar for rich, flavoursome wines. Some styles, however, require grapes with low sugar levels.



The vineyard cycle

Winter – Key events: pruning. Ideal conditions: cold weather to force the vines to rest and to kill off bugs.

 

Spring – Key events: bud burst; leaf growth; weed control; training new shoots to the trellising wires. Ideal conditions: no frost or hail.

 

Summer – Key events: flowering; fruit set into clusters; leaf-plucking; véraison (fruit changes colour); removing excess fruit. Ideal conditions: warm, dry and sunny.

 

Autumn – Key events: harvest (September/October, northern hemisphere and February/March, southern). Ideal conditions: no rain to dilute grapes before picking.


TIP: Natural fruit acids are essential for aroma, zestiness, longevity and to balance any unfermented residual sugar. As a rule, grapes grown in cool climates are more likely to produce wines with higher acidity.




[image: image]

IN THE WINERY

Modern winemaking is all about squeezing top quality wines from top quality grapes. We have seen that flavour comes from the latter, though as we will soon appreciate, actions in the winery also have a massive role to play in bringing out this precious commodity.

Winemaking in six easy steps

1. The stems are removed and the grapes are crushed to break their skins and release the juice.

 

2. The grape juice is pumped into stainless steel, concrete or fibreglass tanks, though oak barrels or casks are the vessel of choice for premium wines. Yeasts (either wild yeasts present on the grape skins and in the atmosphere, or more predictable, laboratory-cultured strains inoculated into the juice) convert the grape sugars into alcohol and carbon dioxide – this is alcoholic fermentation. It comes to a grinding halt when the yeasts die because they have gobbled up all of the sugars, delivering wine that is dry in taste.

 

3. Malolactic fermentation is a secondary, bacterial fermentation that turns harsh malic acid (from malum, the Latin for apple) to the softer lactic acid (from lactis, the Latin for milk) and carbon dioxide. This can occur spontaneously, or may be induced via an injection of lactic bacteria. If the ‘malo’ is not wanted, the new wine is immediately filtered off its lees (sediment formed by dead yeast cells and other by-products of alcoholic fermentation) and is protected against any further bacterial invasion.

 

4. Premium wines are usually aged in 225-litre/50-gallon oak barriques (the posh name for barrels). White wines spend an average of six to eight months in barrel, compared with an average of nine to 18 months for reds.

 

5. Wines made from various grape varieties, or from different batches of the same crop that have been vinified separately, may be blended together. Contrary to popular belief, blended wines are not inferior to varietal wines (those made from a single grape variety): many of the world’s famous wine names are blends.
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The modern winery is a high-tech environment featuring a wide range of specialist equipment.
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Enormous stainless steel barrels are a feature of just about any winery these days, although oak barrels are still the vessel of choice for premium winemaking.

6. The wine is filtered to take it off its lees and is then fined to chemically remove unwanted solids (proteins, yeasts and other organic particles) held in suspension. This stabilizes it and improve clarity. The wine is now bottled.

Taking the temperature

Temperature control is the single most important factor in winemaking, particularly in countries where the grapes ripen and the wines are made under a red hot sun. In these circumstances, the management of temperature commences from the moment the grapes are picked and the fruit is rushed to the winery as quickly as possible, often in refrigerated trucks. Indeed, harvesting is often carried out at night when everything, including the grapes, is much cooler
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