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INTRODUCTION
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I’ve been a restaurant critic since 1997, a period of time that has neatly coincided with the rise of email. Ever since I started writing about food and wine, emails from readers have flowed toward me, sometimes in trickles and sometimes in floods. Some of the most simple questions readers asked, and nearly all of the deceptively complex ones, had to do with wine. This book was inspired by those brief, often brilliant questions.


Dear Dara,

Why is wine more confusing than poker? More confusing than football? More confusing than politics, rock and roll, Socrates, Moroccan cooking, or the stock market? Any of those you can get a basic familiarity with on Wikipedia in about twenty minutes. Not so wine. I’ve tried. I’ve also tried reading wine magazines, talking to sommeliers, and getting help from the dude at my wine store, who seems very nice but sounds insane: Do I like pepper in my wine? Does anyone? I’ve been at this on and off for years, so at this point, I bet no, this will never make sense to me. Is there any hope?

—Truly, truly, baffled



Dear Baffled—There is always hope.

I was not born into a wine family, I didn’t start drinking wine with any regularity until my midtwenties, but now I’ve got so many wine writing awards that the heavy bronze medals are the first thing I reach for to use as weapons when I think I hear burglars in the night. No, actually, I don’t, but I could, and it’s that idea that keeps me feeling safe.

How did I go from zero wine experience to plenty? I entered the workforce during the first George Bush recession, and set about pursuing my dream of becoming a novelist. I earned less than $7,000 one of those first years out of college, working three jobs. Seriously. As a way of putting actual protein on my plate, I became a restaurant critic. At the time this was considered a particularly low-status job. At my Minneapolis-based newspaper real writers spoke truth to power, they didn’t speak truth to lasagna.

Yet when I started writing about food I found it both comforting and exciting. I had gotten my first job when I was thirteen as a dishwasher in a Cape Cod restaurant kitchen, and had climbed the hierarchy of the back of the house fast enough that by the time I was eighteen I was working as the sous-chef in a busy Italian place and moonlighting as a part-time pastry chef at a bed-and-breakfast. I also spent time waitressing, both in New York City and later in Minneapolis.

I knew what food was supposed to be, and when it was failing. It pissed me off both as a consumer and as a former restaurant cook when lobster ravioli showed up full of broken lobster shells. It infuriated me as a former server when I’d be sitting at a table as a diner with an empty water glass and an empty wineglass while my server sat near the kitchen reading newspapers. Consequently, my columns were pretty gloves-off. I’d write things such as:


There I was withered to my bones with dehydration. Tumbleweeds rattled around my water glass. My waiter had apparantly given up the profession and lit out for a better life. The floor manager was busy giving free drinks to another, louder table, to apologize to them for all the things they wanted that they couldn’t have—like food, and for them wine, since no one thought to entrust the floor manager with the key to the tantalizing wine cellar. It had been a long hour since I placed an appetizer order, and I may as well have been waiting for a bus for all the fine dining I was doing. I felt like Pamela Anderson at a NAMBLA convention.



My column in the Village Voice–owned alternative weekly City Pages developed a following. Unexpectedly, for someone who was just in it for the protein, I grew to love food writing as much as I had loved cooking. However, the pay left a lot to be desired. The job was taking four to six days a week, between writing, going to meals worth writing about, going to meals not worth writing about, and so on, and I was taking home about $150 a week—plus food!—without health insurance. While I was doing something I loved, I needed to figure out a way to make a living at what I loved, or move on.

My boss at the time figured it out for me: He proposed that if I started writing about wine, that would fill enough pages to earn a living wage and health insurance.

Most wine critics do not come into wine writing this way. Most love wine, and then find their way to writing about it. I didn’t love wine until I had been writing about it for a few years. I liked it, I loved particular things I tried, but I didn’t have a warts-and-all love for it for quite a while. Mostly at first I found it overwhelming. What again was the difference between Bordeaux and Cabernet Sauvignon? What made a good wine list and a bad one? What was the right wine list for a Thai restaurant? Why did some Syrahs taste like jam and others like smoke? After all, wasn’t this just the fermented juice of grapes? All apple ciders taste pretty similar, so why are two Rieslings so different?

Once I stopped feeling overwhelmed I did fall in love with the stuff, and I fell hard. Now I think it’s the rarest of all substances, a magical point where art and nature intersect—like a Renaissance landscape painting, or a bronze flower. But in this case the intersection doesn’t just sit there to be admired, it’s poured right into you and makes you one with workers, thinkers, trees, wind, rain, and sunshine thousands of miles away. Wine is not merely the most marvelous drink on earth, but, considering that the key to making wine—the yeast—is found right on the grapes themselves, one of the great miracles and wonders of the natural world.

The path from being overwhelmed by wine to understanding it and being able to relax and enjoy its grace wasn’t easy for me to find. It required a lot of reading, and a lot of tasting. However, since I needed to turn myself into a wine professional, fast, I quickly grew impatient with wine writing. Wine writers, God love them, are almost all burdened by knowing too much. They can’t hear the words “Sauvignon Blanc” without bringing to mind the flint terroir of Sancerre or the mango-lime bouquet of Marlborough, and they live in such a wine-involved universe that they don’t know that most of the other people in the country, even well-educated people, have no idea what they’re talking about.

Now that I know a lot about wine I realize this isn’t as weird or arrogant as I once thought—we all know culturally specific things that we express in shorthand. For instance, you meet a friend you haven’t seen in a while in the airport:

“Hungry?” you ask.

“Nah, I grabbed a Reuben in the business-class lounge.”

“How was it?”

“Better than you’d think.”

Chances are, a better-than-you’d-think business-class-lounge Reuben conjures up a fairly definite picture in your mind. What is that picture?

There’s an inch or so of corned beef (salted, long-cooked beef brisket sliced across the grain), topped with sauerkraut (fermented shredded green cabbage in the German tradition), Swiss cheese (a cultured, long-aged milk product with a nutty, tangy taste), a pinkish dressing made with a good portion of mayonnaise (a creamy emulsification of egg yolks in vinegar and oil), and ketchup (a dark red concentrated spiced tomato paste). The sandwich [as a whole] is hot; it is contained between slices of rye or pumpernickel bread thick enough to prevent it from exploding; those slices of bread have a fifty-fifty chance of containing small caraway seeds; and so on. You likely know even more about this business-class-lounge Reuben without anyone’s telling you anything about it—for instance, it probably came with a pickle spear (cucumber brined in pickling spices, including allspice, cut in lengthwise quarters), and thin, deep-fried, well-salted slices of a white variety of a root vegetable that originated in the Andes served at room temperature (potato chips). Finally, you know intuitively, without even thinking about it, that this business-class-lounge Reuben was not consumed with a nice big glass of grapefruit juice but with a big Coke poured over a glass prefilled with plenty of ice.

How do you know all this? The same way wine writers know what they know: through half a dozen experiences of putting the thing-in-question in your mouth. You didn’t set out to learn what Reubens were like—in delis, in cafeterias, in gas stations, in truck stops, made cold and wan, made vegetarian or low-fat or with turkey pastrami—over time, you just did. But what if you were presented with the task of teaching a visiting Chinese scholar about Reubens? You’d take her to taste half a dozen sandwiches, and then she’d know as much about them as most Americans, and if she fell in love with them she could try another dozen, and she’d know as much about them as most Americans.

That’s my big secret. After long research I discovered that to understand wine you had to taste it.

Actually, though, that’s harder than you’d think. Wine is a rushing river, hundreds of thousands of producers, millions of different bottlings. A single winery might make six different Pinot Noirs, four Chardonnays, and a dozen other wines, and then the vintages change every year. To try to learn what Sauvignon Blanc is, you can’t taste one bottle. You might end up with some gourmet sandwich maker’s chipotle-braised brisket Reuben, or a cold gas-station Reuben, and then what have you learned? Nothing useful.

You can, however, taste six Sauvignon Blancs and scramble to the top of the heap of understanding pretty quickly—if you have a good guide. Turning myself into that guide took some doing. And I was greatly aided by strangers. You see, back at the start, as I buried myself in reference books and maps, my only real consolation was that I was not alone. Readers trying to untangle wine emailed me constantly. They asked deceptively simple questions, questions like why couldn’t they find the wines written up in The Wall Street Journal in their local shop? Why was all the cheap wine Australian? Why did restaurants offer entirely different wines than stores did? Often their questions took weeks to answer, because the answers were hard to find, though I did find them by talking to wine distributors, sommeliers, and winemakers, and mining the Internet for bits of information on dull subjects such as Australian tax policy.

This experience convinced me that wine writing, wine education, wine shops—the whole world of wine, as I came to think of it—was not meeting the needs of average Americans. Americans are smarter than most wine writers give them credit for—for instance, they quickly grow scornful of national praise heaped on wine made in a ridiculously small batch of forty cases—but Americans are also, dare I say it, dumber.

I know this because I am dumber. I grew up in the post-geography era of American public education, when social studies and computer science were core elements of the curriculum and had pushed out most everything that had to do with Europe. If someone asks me where the Vosges Mountains are or who Eleanor of Aquitaine was, I need to stall them long enough to run to a computer and find out.

To my great chagrin, I discovered you do indeed need to know something about European history and geography to comprehend wine. You don’t need to know a lot, but you do need to know a few key things. As I went along learning about wine, I kept stumbling upon more and more key things, and eventually came up with a sort of quick and dirty way to teach myself—a secret decoder ring, if you will.

I tried it out on my friends, I wrote about it for my newspaper, and before I knew it I had scored two back-to-back years of the biggest award in wine writing, the James Beard Award for wine writing in a newspaper. I felt like the Cowardly Lion; all of a sudden I could clank around the house in my wine medals.

Just as the Cowardly Lion’s medal gave him courage, mine gave me courage. Specifically it gave me the courage to tell you: You can learn about wine, fast. You can teach yourself everything you need to know to be happy in wine shops, wine bars, and restaurants, and you can do it in a way that makes sense to you.

There’s only one caveat: You can’t teach yourself everything about wine fast. There’s a reason people study it for a lifetime. Think of it like learning to write. Every high school graduate in the country should be able to write a decent three-page paper, giving them general, and eternal, competence in the world of written communication. However, whether any given eighth-grader goes on to be Mark Twain or Toni Morrison is another story.

General, but also eternal, wine competence is what I’m offering you. For most of you, that will be enough. Good enough to get you through every restaurant visit, every Thanksgiving wine purchasing experience, and your local wine shop. For the rest of you, competence will not be enough, and this book will merely be the kickoff to a lifelong adventure.

So, is general competence what you’re in the market for? If you are someone who stands in the wine shop and looks at all the Pinot Noirs and wonders which one you’ll like, this book is for you. If you are someone who gets angry because Americans simplify Burgundy by talking about it in terms of its major grapes, such as Pinot Noir, this book is probably not for you.

Drink This is about simplification, the same way that the first book you’d get in your first French class would be about simplification—because you have to start somewhere. Don’t underestimate the magic and power of starting somewhere. Trying to learn everything at once is the major thing that keeps people floundering around in the world of wine and never making sense of it.

Most people try to learn about wine by trying something here, something there, something else another time. This is like trying to learn the day’s news by randomly plucking a hundred sentences from a hundred newspapers. In order to really learn something about wine you have to simplify, and start somewhere.

How simple can wine really get? This simple: Each and every wine on earth is made up of three and only three things—what we will call the Holy Trinity of wine:


	Type of grapes.


	Where the grapes were grown.


	How the grapes were turned into wine.




That’s all. Of course, you could write volumes on each of these three things, but these are the three basic things we’ll consider for every wine being discussed from here on out.

Think of those three elements as the legs of a conceptual stool. The grapes are one leg; the individual characteristics of where they were grown, including the soil, the local earthworms, the morning fog, and a hundred more variables that the French, and many others, collectively call terroir, is another leg; and the hundreds of choices involved in winemaking are the third. Each of those elements is a leg of the stool, and the wine itself is the magical thing created when those three things come together. Let’s take the quickest possible look at each of these elements of the Holy Trinity of wine.

The grapes, of course, can’t be underestimated. No matter where you grow them, no matter how many winemaking tricks you deploy, you can’t make Cabernet Sauvignon out of Chardonnay grapes. No more than you can make tangerine juice out of a grapefruit. That’s why this book is arranged primarily by types of grape, known as varietals. I picked the nine varietals I judged would be most helpful to you, the ones that comprise most of the wine sold and consumed in America: Zinfandel, Sauvignon Blanc, Riesling, Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Sangiovese, Tempranillo, and Pinot Noir. (I had to leave out some important grapes for reasons of length.) Know these nine grapes and you’ll have the keys to the universe at your fingertips.

Terroir, or where the grapes are grown, can encompass any number of things, from the rain to the soil type to the length of the days and nearby wild plants. The French, and most American critics, believe that terroir is the most important characteristic of any wine. You may find that you agree, or you may not.

Winemaking—or, as the French call it, élevage, that is, “raising” grape juice to the exalted status of wine—is the third consideration. This can encompass any number of things, from careful management of the grapes in the fields (for instance, by trimming away select leaves so that grape clusters are exposed to sunlight), to different fermentation techniques, to choices such as what varieties of grapes to use in a final blend or whether to age the wine in oak barrels.

You’ll find, as you go through the chapters of this book, that for any individual wine, one leg of the stool may become preeminent: Pouilly Fumé, for instance, the French Sauvignon Blanc, must be discussed in terms of terroir. Why? Because it smells distinctly of “gunflint,” which no other Sauvignon Blanc does, resulting from the rocks it is rooted in.

Other wines are less about terroir than about winemaking. A very buttery, creamy, ripe and rich Chardonnay, for instance, is many people’s idea of heaven. As you will learn in the Chardonnay chapter, it would not exist without its various techniques of élevage.

In each varietal chapter you’ll see how these three “legs,” or elements, are manifest in each category of wines. You’ll get advice on how to taste and contrast one bottle of the same varietal against another that showcases a different leg of the stool. This can be done either as a party with your friends or on your own, to get a sense of how you like each wine and what you’ll want to try again in the future. And that is how you will learn wine fast—by breaking down the process and approaching it systematically.

Want some more advice on being systematic? Don’t think about, don’t drink, and don’t shop for Syrah and Pinot Noir and Cabernet Sauvignon all at the same time. Walk into a wine shop thinking: This store sells Syrah and things that are invisible to me. Pick up a wine list thinking: This list includes Syrah and things that are invisible to me. If you do this, I promise you that within six or ten experiences Syrah will be known to you, the Syrah choices around you will seem sensible and obvious, and you will be able to move on to your next grape.

Most of this book is about simplifying the choices before you so you can make sense of them. The point of learning about wine is not to know everything about wine. The point of learning about wine is to enjoy life more. The way that you enjoy life more is to use what you have learned so that you can more easily find what you like.

The idea of “what you like” is actually more of a land mine than you might think. The phrase rolls easily off the tongue, but just what is “what you like”?

What you like is the only thing that matters. It’s your taste.

The whole idea of taste is usually off-putting to new wine drinkers. They think there’s a hierarchy of wine and everyone likes “the good stuff.” Not true. The same rules hold for wine as for the rest of human taste: Some people like chocolate cake, and some people like apple pie. Some people like spicy Thai curries, and some people like homey chicken soup. Some like all of these but prefer curry and chocolate cake one week, and apple pie and chicken soup another. Wine is no different. The only difference is that when it comes to wine there are people at the top saying: My favorite chocolate cake, 98 points; Italian apple pie, 91 points.

Most people new to wine think critical scores are objective things, like a stamp of 18-karat versus 24-karat gold. Once you work through a couple of these chapters, you will come to see that they’re really just some guy’s opinion, and just because some guy tells you that he likes some particular chocolate cake, or Cabernet Sauvignon, is no reason to alter your behavior, any more than you would sit down in a restaurant chair and ask for the exact same meal that the guy at the next table is having. The reason you want what you want is because of your taste. The real problem that new wine drinkers have is simply that they don’t know what their taste is, because they haven’t tasted all the representative wine styles.

What is your taste? Who knows! Some people drink Riesling and feel their knees go weak, but Cabernet Sauvignon leaves them cold. Some people love stony Chablis but hate buttery Napa Valley Chardonnay, even though the two are made from the exact same grape, and some people feel just the opposite. All of these are defensible positions, all of these are critically relevant. And you will be buffeted on the confusing seas of everyone else’s opinions until you find that most important of all things: your own taste.


Conversations with Bigwigs: Bo Barrett


The Judgment of Paris was the 1976 blind tasting at which a panel of critics compared top French Burgundies and Bordeaux with American Chardonnays and Cabernet Sauvignons, and, to everyone’s great shock, gave top honors to two American wines. Chateau Montelena’s Chardonnay was the white wine winner. Bo Barrett was just a kid then, starting out at his family’s winery (the winning winemaker was Mike Grgich). Subsequently he guided Montelena to becoming one of Napa Valley’s preeminent wineries, married one of the world’s greatest winemakers (100-point generator Heidi Barrett, mother of Screaming Eagle, the cult Cabernet that defined cult Cabernets for a generation, among other wines), and generally put himself in the center of American winemaking. But how does he see American winemaking? As emerging from a hundred-year slump:



Bad ideas in the United States take about a hundred years to go away. Slavery was outlawed in the 1860s, but it didn’t really start to fade until the 1960s. Prohibition wiped out American wine, the culture, the industry, starting from about 1910 and of course going official from 1920 [until 1933], and now that we’re heading to 2010 it’s finally starting to fade. When we came out of Prohibition, the only people who cared about wine anymore were the upper crust—the government can do a lot of bad things when it wants to, and it was basically government that wiped out wine in people’s daily lives. Before that, American wine had a big boom in the 1890s and good market acceptance because of the scarcity of European wines, due to phylloxera [the vine pest that wiped out most European vineyards, forcing them to be replanted on American rootstock]. But then the government wiped out the wine industry in one fell swoop, and when we came out of that it was right into the Depression, and then right into World War II, so there wasn’t really any time or money for things like wine.

Once the war ended, there was all this technology, fertilizer, things that came out of the war. It was the Age of Industrial Wine—from about 1946 to say 1965. All the technological advances were driven by the Gallos—refrigeration, stainless steel tanks, and so on. At the time, really the only handcrafted wines in America were Inglenook and BV Georges de Latour; everything else was in an industrial wine style and the products were not very good. Of course, during Prohibition there was one legal loophole: You were allowed to make two hundred gallons of wine per head of household, for personal consumption. So most of the smaller vineyards in California survived those years by growing [grape] varieties that could survive transcontinental shipping [for home winemaking], like Grenache, Alicante [Bouschet], Burger, and some Colombard. When we got here in 1972 we had to replant everything.

But by 1968 things were changing. Robert Mondavi moved down the road from us, and the handcrafted deal started to spread around. Twenty-five new wineries opened around here in 1972—we call it the class of ’72—and that was the beginning of the real California wine boom. The Greatest Generation guys were starting to wind down from the jobs they got after the military (in my father’s case he was an attorney, corporate and real estate law), and at the same time there was the granola-cruncher movement. Everyone wants to get back to the land. But once we started making handcrafted wine—it’s the early ’70s, we really think we’re on to something, but now we can’t sell it. Wine snobs? Trying to sell California wine in Boston? Forget it. No one wants California wine, you can’t give it away.

Then there was the Judgment of Paris, the cover of Time magazine, and market acceptance was basically overnight. What we had to do for all these wine snobs was to overrun their positions with quality. But then we had to make sure we didn’t turn into snobs ourselves; it’s important to go out in the vineyard and keep your feet on the ground, literally. Everybody [in Napa Valley] recognizes we don’t have a monopoly on quality: the South Africans are doing some great things, and of course everyone else. When you went out in 1976 you could easily find bad wines, but when you go out now, the quality of wine across the board is better; it’s really hard to find a defective wine anymore. You almost don’t need to know anything to avoid really bad wine because the crappy stuff is no longer being sold. At the other end of the scale, the bar is always moving upward. The top successful wines we made in 1978 would be also-rans now, which is something a lot of people won’t admit.

For most of us, snobbery is not an option, because you’re covered with mud, you’re out in the fields with the guy that drives the tractor, and it becomes ever more obvious that the more you learn about wine the more you realize you don’t know. It’s a craft and an art and a science, and people that get that get it and those that don’t think they know everything. The magic words there are “get it”—there are a lot of people who don’t get it and just go through the motions. In winemaking, you build on your experience. It’s like baseball: Hey, I know this guy and I think I can get him with a high slider. Sometimes it works and sometimes he hits it. It’s dynamic. You’re not totally in control. The people who think they are are just fooling themselves.



When you discover your taste, the whole world will open up to you. You won’t fall into that trap of thinking that 98-point wines are the really good ones while 80-point ones aren’t. You will see that it’s simply as if some wines are chocolate cakes while others are steaks, smoked salmon, doughnuts, black coffee, hot dogs, cassoulet, and so on. When critics give out 98-point scores, what they’re really saying is, “When I compare this steak to the greatest steak I can possibly conceive of, I give it 98 out of 100 points.” They are not saying, “Eat nothing but steak.”

Depending on your taste, your mood, the weather, what you’re eating for dinner, or a million other variables, you are sometimes going to want a steak, and sometimes salmon or a doughnut. This book sits you down in front of, say, six guises of salmon. It says, “Here are salmon sushi, hot smoked salmon, cold smoked salmon, poached salmon, cedar-planked salmon, and pan-seared salmon. Taste them. Now you know what salmon tastes like. If you liked them all, congratulations, you like salmon. If you didn’t like any of them, congratulations, you don’t like salmon. If you were absolutely enchanted with the salmon sushi, congratulations, you now have something to tell people in wine shops and sommeliers for the rest of your life.”

The reason that wine is hard to learn about is that you can read about it for six straight years and that experience will be but dust in the wind compared to tasting it. In wine, tasting is everything. It’s the most important part of wine, end of story.

And that’s what makes this book different from other wine books: It will guide you through tasting methodically and in context. After this introduction you’ll find a chapter on the nuts and bolts of tasting wine. The next nine chapters focus on grape varietals. I chose these because they make the majority of the world’s wine and fill the majority of the wine lists in American restaurants, and I arranged the book by varietal because I find it’s the fastest way to make sense of the flavors and wines you find around you.

Just as there are different sorts of apples—green Granny Smiths, square-shouldered Red Delicious, little yellow crab-apples and so on—there are different sorts of wine grapes, and different sorts of grapes make different flavors of wine. The reason there are so many varieties is that different grape varieties do well in different places; different grapes grow well in hot southern Italy than in cold Germany. The nine major varietals we’ll consider make most of the wine you’ll find out in the world.

Field Guides

Each of these nine varietal chapters will give you some important background information on the grape in question, and will also address one or more of the major factors that make wine what it is. Each varietal chapter also contains a Field Guide to the sorts of that varietal of wine you will find in stores—the different price points, the way different styles taste, what you’re paying for when you pay more, and so on.

I’ll categorize wines the way you’ll find them displayed in most liquor stores. The phrase “bottom-shelf wines” refers, literally, to wines on the bottom shelves. Retailers put them there because that’s the tradition, and also because they’d really rather you didn’t buy them, because they don’t cost much. Liquor stores, like most stores, make their profit as a percentage of the total sale, so they might make $30 on a $70 bottle of wine, but only $1 or $2 on a $5 one. Top-shelf wines are found, yes, on the top shelf; they are wines you stand beneath and admire—and that you can’t easily knock over and break. Those cost more.

These Field Guides serve several functions. First, they provide a way of looking at the overwhelming array of wines in the store. Second, they tell you what’s important in the wine shop aisle and what’s not. Third, they allow you to select wines for a tasting so that you can know what the wines in question taste like in the only way that matters; in your very own mouth.

Speaking of tasting: As I’ve said, you must. That’s why after every Field Guide, each chapter features a step-by-step guide to tasting your chosen varietal, addressing everything from what to eat with what you’re drinking to what to ask yourself while you’re drinking. In addition, I summarize each Field Guide in a small “wine shopping list” designed for you either to photocopy or to take physically to the store to point at while you talk to your wine clerk. I put this in so you wouldn’t have the hassle of needing to thumb through the book in the aisles.

Tasting Markers

In the tasting section, each varietal chapter also contains a list of something I call tasting markers. Most of how a wine tastes is actually how it smells. If you’ve ever had a bad head cold and had all food turn into flavorless paste, you know what I’m talking about. Smell is critical when it comes to wine. But Americans don’t have a great vocabulary for smell, we never talk about smell, we never practice smell, and so when we read wine notes like “It was peppery with leather, raspberry, and cassis notes,” that seems strange and confusing.

I have, however, learned a trick that makes smelling—and thus tasting—the differences between and among wines much easier. Take peppercorns and stick them in an empty wineglass, swirl them around, and voilà! That’s what pepper smells like in wine.

You may feel skeptical about this and think it peculiar, but I swear to you, do it once and you will never look back. Sticking a slice of apple in one wineglass, a couple of wet rocks in another, and a bit of vanilla extract in a third will take your Chardonnay tasting from something that vaguely makes sense to something in which the differences between the wines, and the elements of those you like, are head-slappingly obvious.

Truly, these should be called “scent markers,” but in wine we talk about “tasting notes” and a wine’s “taste” when we really mean smell, so I’m going to stick with that.

In order to make your wine tasting as productive as possible I’ve provided the most important tasting markers to put in wine glasses to help you understand the wine, but you’ll want to keep the long list handy to glance at while you’re tasting. Merely seeing the words is often enough to help you identify that scent that’s just out of reach.

Tasting Party

In each varietal chapter you’ll also find suggestions for a party to have with your wine—from simple cheese and appetizers for some to full dinner parties for others. Delegate a few dishes to your friends and spread the cost of buying the wine around, and you’ll soon have not just a newfound understanding of wine but a blooming social life. Alternatively, there are instructions on how to taste the wines on your own, or with just one other person.

As you plan and conduct your tasting, I’ll be at your side, coaching you on the order in which to pour your wines and explaining the broad-stroke differences you should expect to find in the wines.

I’ll recap what you will have learned from your tasting and, in case you have fallen in love with the wine you have just tasted, a basic framework on how to turn yourself into a stone-cold expert in the wine in question. How long that takes will depend on how frequently you drink. If you have a couple of glasses of wine every week you’ll move along faster than if you have a couple a month.

Near the end of each chapter you’ll find a “cheat sheet” in case you need it—perhaps you haven’t done the tasting and have an intense, sudden need to have something intelligent to say about Chardonnay, for instance. Or perhaps you did the tasting last year and want a refresher course before heading to a big dinner with clients. I put in the cheat sheets because I’d have liked to have had them if I had purchased the book when I was getting started in wine. That’s the same reason I close every varietal chapter with a list of dream gifts for Pinot Noir lovers, Tempranillo lovers, or what have you; you can photocopy the page and hand it to your sweetheart before the holidays, you can use it to buy special treats for yourself, you can use it to buy gifts that will truly impress your dad, your boss, Dustin Hoffman, or whomever. I put in these gift wish lists because I get dozens of emails from readers every year asking something like, “My wife loves Chardonnay, I know nothing about it.…” And also because just reading the lists will typically add something to your understanding: “Oh, high-end Zinfandel is prized for its ability to age, yet that’s true, I never do see any.…”

I’ve laid out the varietals in a roughly ascending order from easy to difficult. Sauvignon Blanc and Zinfandel are great grapes to start with because they’re easy to learn, and they’ll get your confidence up fast. They’re easy the same way that becoming a general practitioner is faster than becoming a surgeon: fewer facts to master at the outset. They’re easier the way learning to walk on a living room carpet is easier than learning to walk on ice: more predictable. This says nothing about the wines’ inherent value. You may well enjoy a walk with a family doctor on stable ground far more than you would a scramble with a surgeon on ice. Or you may not. If you want to start somewhere other than with Sauvignon Blanc or Zinfandel, go right ahead.

If it were me using this book, I wouldn’t read it cover to cover; what I’d do is read the beginning, then skip to whichever wine varietal interests you. Read, shop, have your tasting. Read the chapter again. Taste some more. And when you feel like you want to move on to another varietal, pick up another chapter and repeat. If it takes you a decade to work through the whole book, that’s no problem; prices may change by a dollar or two, but the basic information should hold up. You’ll notice as you go through the book that a lot of these wine styles have been constant for hundreds of years, and while fads come and go you can be reasonably assured that since people have had a taste for Burgundy for a thousand years, they will continue to do so. Do you have a taste for Burgundy? You are on your way to finding out.

At the very end of the book you’ll find two chapters addressing the big questions that your own taste can’t answer, namely wine price and how to deal with restaurant sommeliers. The mystery and mayhem of wine price bedevils every new wine drinker: What is the difference between an $8 bottle of wine and one that costs $25 or $80? Is the $80 one ten times better than the $8 one? Why not? Is there any way to game the system? The more you learn about wine the more you will find wine pricing confounding—until the day you don’t. Understanding wine price is sort of like understanding the category of people you hope to marry. At some point, what makes men or women do what they do is the most fascinating and exasperating topic on earth, and at some point you make your own sense of it, and your own peace with it. That chapter is meant to help you wherever you are on that special journey of a person, her wallet, and her taste.

The book’s last chapter is a close look at wine in restaurants and the people in charge of it, sommeliers. Why do they hand you a cork? You know how to judge restaurants generally—Did your seven o’clock reservation get you a table at nine o’clock? Was the lasagna ice-cold?—what criteria should you use to judge wine service?

Finally, the book ends with a Wine Drinker’s Bill of Rights. Hopefully by the time you get to this you’ll have done some wine shopping, wine talking, and wine drinking and will feel more confident in your taste and in the world of wine generally. What to do with all that confidence? How about transforming the world as we know it? You’ll see. Skip ahead and read the Bill of Rights if you want, but it will mean something else once you’ve had some experience discovering and speaking up for your own taste. How important are you, dear reader, in the international, historical, endless parade of the world’s wines? A lot more important than you now know.

And that’s it! You’re ready to experience wine in the only way that matters: in your very own mouth. When you’re done, you’ll know everything you really need in order to understand wine, and you’ll leaf through this book and be shocked that there was a time when you didn’t know what peppery wines were. And you’ll be all done with me.

Most wine critics want to make themselves invaluable to their readers: “If you agreed with my 93-point score, you’ll want to come back next vintage to see what I’ve got to say then!” Me, I really don’t care. My goal is to be the last critic you ever read, because you’ll know what you think about Pinot Noir and Syrah and every other major sort of wine and you won’t need me anymore.

This philosophy springs from my one truly radical belief, which is that wine doesn’t particularly matter, but you do, dear reader, as a person, as an intelligence, as a life that helps and supports other lives. Wine only matters to the extent that it allows you to have various moments in your life that are more interesting, more pleasurable, more nuanced, more flavorful, and more fun. My dream with Drink This was to help you realize that interest, pleasure, nuance, and fun more reliably and predictably than you ever thought possible. Enjoy.
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THE NUTS AND BOLTS OF DRINKING, BUYING, AND TASTING WINE

How do you drink wine? As Lauren Bacall might put it, you just pucker up your lips and sip—right? After all, meaningful, authentic, even enviable wine experiences have been had by millions—and especially millions of peasants involved in harvesting grapes—who did no more than that. However, since our goal here is to learn, gain insight, and class up the joint, we’re going to do a little more.

Two at a Time

The fastest way to learn about wine is to taste two similar wines at the same time. If you’re a haphazard or casual drinker, it’s really hard to remember what that Sauvignon Blanc you had six months ago was like. However, if you have two in front of you at the same time, it’s easy: This one is lemony, this one is fruity. This one smells of pepper, and this one smells of pepper. Drinking two bottles at a time—two Sauvignon Blancs, two Zinfandels, whatever—will put you on the fast track.

What You Will Need to Get Started Tasting

Nitrogen or Argon in a Can

Of course, drinking two bottles at a time leads to the problem of having two bottles open at a time. The reason wine goes bad when it’s open is oxygen. You’ll probably remember from your high school chemistry class that oxygen causes all sorts of problems in the world. It’s what makes rust, fuels fire, and generally changes stuff. One stuff it really changes a lot is wine, via a process called oxidation. Don’t believe me? Leave a glass of wine on the counter overnight and taste it the next day. Blech. Oxidation.

A little oxidation can be good—that’s more or less what you’re doing when you decant wine, or let it “breathe”—but a lot is bad. You can slow or prevent oxidation in an opened bottle of wine in a couple of ways. You can try to suck all the oxygen out of the bottle, using something like the Vacu Vin system or another gizmo that pumps the air out, or you can try to put a little blanket of a gas that’s heavier than air on top of the wine to keep the oxygen from getting to it.

Some respected wine professionals prefer the vacuum, but for my money the gas works better. You can buy cans of wine preserver that are mostly nitrogen from just about any wine store. They go by all kinds of brand names: Private Preserve, Cork Pops, and Winelife are the biggest. They cost about $10 and will get you through about a hundred uses. Most of the big, fancy wine bars use a very expensive version of this nitrogen preservation system; that’s how they can have so many bottles open at one time.

After you pour your glasses of wine, you stick the little hose jutting out of the top of the can into your wine bottle and spray. Now you’ve got at least a couple of days to finish it—more if you stick the bottle in the fridge. So for 10 cents you get another week or so to finish your wine. (Champagne and other sparkling wines provide their own gas to prevent oxidation, so there’s not much benefit to gassing them. Use a lever stopper, discussed below, to preserve those.)

Put a Cork (Back) in It

Once you spritz a little nitrogen into an opened bottle, you need to seal it. If it’s got a screw top, that’s easy enough. If it’s a regular bottle, replace the cork. If you don’t like wrestling with corks, invest in a couple of lever bottle stoppers. They cost between $1 and $7, depending on how high-design they are, and seal bottles with an airtight seal. I like the Zyliss ones because they cost about $3 and last forever. I’ve had some in my kitchen now for eight years and they’re still going strong.

Speaking of Corks

Much ado is made about corkscrews, but any one that works for you is good enough. I like the traditional one with the little arms that lift up; they usually cost less than $10 and will follow you to your grave. I’ve had a couple of the ones with the Teflon-coated helix (the curly goes-into-the-cork part) that makes pulling corks effortless, but they cost a lot and they always break. They’re convenient, though, if you’re frequently opening a lot of wine bottles. I admire people who can use a waiter’s corkscrew effortlessly, but I’m not one of them (though I keep one in the car for picnic-related emergencies).

All that being said, if you spend more than five minutes in this lifetime thinking or reading about corkscrews, you’re wasting your time. Magazine editors periodically assign stories about them, but I think this is mostly because they go to the store and don’t know which one to buy, so they think it’s an issue that needs getting to the bottom of. It isn’t.

Decanters

Speaking of stuff you don’t need, add decanters to the list. Decanters are for people who have old wine—as in, aged wine—that has developed sediment on the bottom. When you decant it, most of the sediment stays behind in the bottle, and then most of the rest stays behind in the decanter.

Sediment is a good thing, by the way. It’s the sign of unfiltered, high-quality wine. In the bottle it adds flavor, settling to the bottom as harmless fine silt. (It’s more common in reds than whites.) However, it’s not particularly fun to have in your mouth. It’s like earthworms in the garden: good, but best left in place.

Mostly, wine decanting is about sediment, but the process also gives the wine time to “breathe,” or to come in contact with oxygen, as described above. Wine can breathe just fine in a plain old pitcher, however. I’d guess 90 percent of the decanters in this country are owned by people who think they should own them. If you want to try decanting, just pour your wine into any handy pitcher, or even a vase. Try the wine. Has it improved? If not, congratulations! You just saved $30.

Wineglasses

The one bit of wine paraphernalia that I do believe in is nice wineglasses. Nearly all of a wine’s nuance is in its fragrance, in the little molecules that waft into your nose where you detect them as roses, pineapple, saddle leather, or what not. If you use a juice glass for your wine, those little volatilized molecules coming out of the wine simply dissipate into thin air, leaving you nothing to smell and enjoy. Wine in a tumbler, a juice glass, a rocks glass, a lowball? No matter how cute the glass, you just can’t smell the wine. And if you can’t smell it, you can’t taste it.

Now I know some of you are thinking, “Wait a minute, I’ve been to Europe and I was served wine in a jelly jar and it was just fine.” Indeed, the nice-glass paradigm only holds for nice wines: If you’re drinking two-euro-a-gallon wine, by all means, stick it in a jelly jar, that’s the best way to make lousy wine go down easy. (Also, put ice in it, which helps prevent the scent compounds from volatilizing.)

However, if you actually want to enjoy the wine you drink, you need a glass with a stem, which keeps the wine in the glass from warming in your hand, and a bowl that is broader at the bottom and narrower at the top. That gap between the top of the glass and the surface of the wine is where the aromatic compounds get trapped so that you can smell them.

How much you spend on a good wineglass is up to you. Personally, I really like drinking wine out of nice Riedel stemware, and I think I like it half because it improves the wine and half because it makes me feel special and fancy. I get the basic ones that run $10 to $15 a stem; I don’t think there’s a great difference between those and the bigger, more expensive ones, which break more easily and therefore stress me out more. However, the point of a wineglass is the same whether it’s an $8, $15, or $50 stem: They’re there to keep the wine at the right temperature and to capture its fragrance. The big difference between the $10 ones and the $50 ones tends to be the quality of the glass itself, and whether it was machine-made or handmade. If it makes you happy to have a $50 handblown stem—have that thing! If it doesn’t make you happy—skip that thing! I’ve gotten lovely Riedel glasses at Target and seen charming ones at Pottery Barn. If you told me there were good-enough glasses at Wal-Mart I wouldn’t be surprised. The basic Riedel white wine stem is wonderful for whites, and I think it’s nice to have both a Burgundy ball shape and a taller Bordeaux shape for reds. My final thought: Get some nice wineglasses. You won’t regret it.


Maximilian Riedel: King of All Stemware


Is asking Maximilian Riedel, CEO of Riedel Crystal of America, about wineglasses like asking the fox for tips on henhouse management? Yeah. But you’ll also learn a lot.



What’s the reason you go to restaurants? Sometimes the food is better, but it’s entertainment. You want to switch off your brain and enjoy yourself. If you find yourself in an environment that is comfortable, where wine is being decanted and poured for you, the wine opens up, the flavor improves, you feel special. Here comes your wine, here’s a chance to talk to the sommelier—this is all part of the entertainment.

Truly the shape of the glass makes a difference in the beauty of the wine on the nose and in the palate. When Morton’s Steakhouses introduced Riedel stemware, maybe only two months in they found their wine sales going up sixty percent. Why? Because it’s more entertaining, you feel more special, the wine tastes better, all of a sudden you’re surprised to find the bottle is empty, and you order more wine.

Great restaurants like Per Se, chefs like Thomas Keller and Daniel Boulud, the sommeliers, they’re smart business-people. If they sell you a great bottle of wine you love, they know they have a good chance of selling you another—this time or another day.



Smell is such a huge part of taste that you should swirl if you want to get real pleasure from wine. When you swirl the wine in the glass, what you’re basically doing is creating a tiny little tornado, a bit of uplifting wind over the glass that moves the scent of the wine—that is, the compounds in it that can become airborne—up away from the wine and toward your nose.

If it makes you feel weird at first, do it at home where no one can see you. Or try keeping the base of the stem on the table and moving it in a slow circle, never picking it up.

Wine Racks

Sometimes in home-furnishing store catalogs I see adorable little wine racks carefully arranged in the sunny front window of a dream kitchen, and I settle back in my chair and muse: “What dopes.” Sunlight and its partner, heat, are the absolute enemy of wine. If you want to destroy wine, a cute wine rack in a sunny front window is the fastest way to do that. The ideal place to keep wine is in a cool, dark cellar. Cool is important so you can avoid enemy number one, heat; dark is important because then you skip enemy number two, light. If you’re living without a cellar, some good places to store wine include: under your bed, in a closet, in a cupboard, in a file cabinet, or under the sink. Wine bottled under a cork is best kept on its side so that the cork doesn’t dry out. Corks do dry out: I talked to the sommelier at a super-fancy steak house once, the kind that lines the walls with stock-pot-size ultra-prestigious bottles of wine, and he told me that they used to lay down all the bottles overnight once a month to let the corks get moist—until the morning he came in to find $7,000 worth of Champagne soaked into the rug. All you need to know? Keep your bottles on their sides, in the dark!

Temperature, Especially Cellar Temperature

Serving wine at the right temperature is a big deal. It’s generally said about Americans that we drink our whites too cold, because we have them at refrigerator temperature, and our reds too warm, because we have them at room temperature.

Red wines should be served at “cellar temperature,” that is, about 55 degrees, halfway between refrigerator temperature and room temperature. If wine is too warm, the alcohol smell dominates, like warm vodka. If it’s too cold, the volatile compounds that give wine its good scents stay in the wine and don’t give you the full flavor. White wines generally should be served a little colder, in the 45–50 degree range, like a colder cellar. For all the wine tastings in this book it’s utterly important that the wines be served at the appropriate cellar temperatures. If you have all your Rieslings sitting out in the hot sun and taste them at 80 degrees you’ll learn nothing, and waste a lot of money too. Cellar temperature! Words to live by.

In addition to temperature there’s the issue of seasonality Some people like to drink their wine with the seasons, big bold reds in winter and light crisp whites in summer. Some don’t. What’s the correct thing to do? The answer is personal. If you want to eat a hearty stew in August, go for it! It’s your life. Case closed.

Shopping for Wine

There’s a reason every critic tells you to find a specialty wine shop: Big box wine stores like Costco or Sam’s Club and discount shops like Trader Joe’s are confusing and haphazard even for bona fide wine professionals. They’re often stocked with odd lots, discounts, one-off labels made specifically for the store (see the “Money, Money, Money” chapter later on for more details), or really big name national wines.


Is It Ever Okay to Put Ice in Your Wine?

It’s far better to put ice in your wine than to drink it too hot, which can kill the fragrance. Don’t want to take my word for it? I was talking to Bob Lindquist, one of the pioneering vintners who led the path of Syrah in this country through his work at his vineyard Qupé (cue-pay). I asked him whether it was true that winemakers often add water to wine, in tanks or barrels, as part of the winemaking process. “Absolutely,” he told me. “It’s much more the exception than the rule,” and is often done when dehydrated grapes make a wine that’s too concentrated.

I told him I sometimes want to add ice to my glass in a wine bar when they bring me something too warm, but I always feel like a rube when I do. “I end up doing that all the time, too,” he told me. “It seems like if it’s the summer and you’ve got a big wine you’re always in a restaurant that’s serving it too hot. I’m more hesitant to [add ice] to a more elegant wine, but sometimes your hand is forced. There’s this great event we do every year in Paso Robles, we call it Rhône and Bowl—it’s held in a bowling alley. A bunch of winemakers get together and everyone brings wines out of their cellar and shares them. One time it was maybe ninety degrees in the bowling alley and someone had brought this six-liter bottle of Elderton Command Shiraz, one of the most sought-after, Parkerized, huge Syrahs in the world, and we were all putting ice cubes in it. You had to! All the geeky winemakers were standing around with ice cubes clinking in our glasses, we all agreed it was a better wine with an ice cube in it.”



Some of these wines may change over the course of a year, or vintage to vintage. One
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