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Wine is liquid sunlight. It radiates the same spectrum of colours that we find in the blaze of a summer solstice, a hazy autumn dawn or a warm tropical sunset. Sunlight is where wine begins, with the roots of flavour, aroma and ripeness springing from solar energy that is translated from juice to a magical liquid capable of ageing for decades or more. Like sunlight, wine is always changing. Its building blocks flow through the sap of a vine, through ripened fruit that ferments and mellows in bottles. When it’s finally served, wine flourishes as oxygen enhances flavour, brightens mood, builds conversation and encourages the deepening of relationships. Wine is always an exchange of movement and light, changing us in profoundly tactile and intimate ways. Liquid sunlight brings me joy. And I want you to feel that inner glow as keenly as I do. A wine that catches your attention, that awakens you to the present moment by calling deeply to your senses, is worth all the time we have.

‘All for wine and wine for all’ is my manifesto – drink what you love and shun wine snobs who live in the joyless prison of using wine as a social climbing tool. This book is about having a good time and learning which wine will make a moment special for you. We all know we should moderate our intake of alcohol – so when we do drink, let’s make it as lovely as possible. It’s not about spending as much as you can, it’s about gaining a little bit of knowledge to help you make the tastiest choices. You can drink what you like and break the rules whenever you want. I’m certainly not judging you. But if you know a bit about why you like something, you might enjoy it a whole lot more – and maximising joy is what this book is all about.

The book is presented in two simple parts:

The Basics will have you living your best wine life in no time.

Wine Wisdom delves more deeply, giving you Bacchus-tier knowledge on all aspects of the journey from grape to glass, and explores ways in which your wine choices can help change the world, from nailing the perfect wine to serve with your next feast to confronting the climate emergency.

Let’s start with The Basics.
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How to Choose Wine

It’s very simple. Choose wine either to match the food or to suit the mood.

Food. This is massive. While personal preference counts for a good deal, avoiding clashes will make your life so much happier. With my top ten food and wine matches, your dinner parties will make the atmosphere at the Glastonbury Festival seem oddly glum by comparison.

Mood. Movies are categorised by genre. You know if you’re in the mood for comedy, romance or thriller. Wine is no different and with these inside tips, you’ll be sipping your best wine from the chalice of dreams in the pop of a cork.
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Choose by Food

My Top Ten Food and Wine Matches

These are my top ten must-try food and wine pairings to blow your mind. For more detail on how to match any dish with the right wine, see my ‘Guide to Pairing Food and Wine’ on page 70.

Roast lamb with Rioja. It’s an iconic pairing that’s a bit like seeing the words ‘Rocky’ and ‘Balboa’ jabbing towards you in the same sentence: don’t mess with it. Lamb has a certain uniquely sleek and almost sweet character. Red Rioja, as it matures, releases mellow spice; with lamb, the two combine almost imperceptibly, hand in glove. The tannins in the wine react with the proteins in the meat delivering a softening effect to both, which seems to give a flavour boost to this sublime match.

For a specific wine, CVNEfn1 Imperial Reserva is a Rioja with an impeccable pedigree. Blended from CVNE’s top vineyards in northern Spain, it’s a failsafe choice that is only made in exceptional vintages.
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Prawns and Malagousia. Prawns are never lonely. They always come together as united emissaries of the seaside, their curiously plump sweetness echoing with salty whispers that bring echoes of the ocean to life. The white Greek grape Malagousia (you say it Malla-goose-eeyah) is the best friend of all prawns. With peachiness, enthralling zest and a gentle fragrance as though a wand of jasmine has passed over its soul, Malagousia paired with shellfish conjures the glimmering Grecian seaside, delivering box office entertainment, sublime synergy and the wow factor of laser-like thrills.

Navitas Terre de Zeus Malagousia is a recent favourite find of mine and a white wine that henceforth I shall buy every year. Grown on the slopes of Mount Olympus in the northeast of Greece and made by Maria Dimitriadis following her mantra of ‘mindful winemaking’, its glorious freshness brings epiphany to every prawn.

Sashimi and sushi with Manzanilla. The deft salinity and umami magic of sushi and sashimi call for a clean, cold glass of crisp Manzanilla, the lightest and brightest style of sherry from Spain. With the firm sensuousness of sushi, Manzanilla feels like a glacial plunge and brightens the moment like a flashbulb the size of the sun. Expect instant invigoration as the drink and dish vanish into one phenomenally moreish and upbeat duet of gracious harmony.

Hidalgo Pastrana Manzanilla Pasada is a classic sherry from a single vineyard in southern Spain, aged for a little longer than most Manzanillas – delve into a mineshaft of cavernous refreshment with every sip.

Fresh strawberries with sparkling Moscato. Bang in season, a simple bowl of summertime strawberries served outdoors in dappled light is a thing of gorgeous beauty. A sumptuous sparkling Moscato served alongside has the luscious effect of adding a dusting of icing sugar and – thanks to the fragrant sweetness of this wine’s dazzling fizz – it’s a little like sprinkling elderflower sherbet over your tongue.

For a cascade of shimmering thrills, seek out Innocent Bystander Sparkling Moscato. This pink frothy Aussie gem is terrific value for fun and frolics and at just 5.5% alcohol it’s a lighter delight for daytime sipping that’s fab served fresh from the fridge or dunked in a frosty ice bucket.

Fish and chips with British fizz. Fizz-n-chips really ought to be the national dish. Whenever I taste this electrifying combo, it evokes instant seaside, with dappled sunlight riffling the glimmering surface of the sparkling sea. Salt and vinegar always call for zesty wine – and there’s no zingier bubbly than British. Thanks to our cooler climate, our fizz almost always has a bright finesse that quenches through the flavours and echoes the crunch of the batter – all thanks to the bubbles. Both in texture and in taste, this iconic pairing is a precision payload of sheer scrumptiousness.

The Trouble with Dreams by Sugrue South Downs. This is a wine that you really need to consider carefully. It’s not so much a wine as a living entity. It can be sipped straight away, but expect flavours soaring higher than a lemon-peel vapour trail on the very edge of space. In my experience, letting the bottle evolve quietly for a few years (if you have the patience, at least ten years or more) gives it time to show its depth and vigour with balanced clarity. Either way, it’s a bubbly from Sussex to sweep you around the ballroom of your mind as it waltzes and weaves between fizz-n-chips.
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Pizza and Pét-Nat.fn2 With pizza’s pillowy bite and classic range of bold flavours, the fizz and fruitiness of Pét-Nat is a wonderful contrast and delivers refreshment that you can pop till you drop. An informal pairing to pluck from your locker of libations, Pét-Nat is generally sealed with a crown cap like a beer bottle. Serve it chilled in white wine glasses and you’ll turn pizza night into party night.

Tim Wildman’s Astro Bunny Pét-Nat is made by a British Master of Wine in Australia and brings fun and flair to the world of wine. When Tim sent me a bottle of this in October 2024 (the year these vineyards were finally certified organic), I wrote to him: ‘Ruddy hell, mate, love the aromas, riffling peach and orange blossom, all sweet summer’s gifts. Sipping it is GLADNESS. A peach-apricot haze of precision tightly defined by the fizz; vivacious, seductive and celebratory splendour. Brilliantly manages to feel fully ripe and yet concisely crisp. I’d buy a ton of that.’ I should really have just said ‘It’s ace.’ This is a bottle to move in with – a liquid roommate who always knows the best tracks for every kitchen disco.
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Monkfish with Pinot Noir. I’ve never met a monkfish. I’ve tasted it, bought it in the fish market and cooked a few of them. But I imagine that as far as company goes, they are straight-talking and suffer no fools. Nicknamed ‘frog-fish’ and ‘sea devils’, monkfish always look as though they’d be more at home hanging out with Russell Crowe in his Maximus the Gladiator phase than draped in sequins gliding around on roller skates as part of the chorus in Starlight Express. They are butch, meaty and always pair sublimely with light red wine. Yes, you’re reading that right, this is a fish where white wine, while acceptable, is a bit like only watching the trailer instead of the full movie. Fragrant, silken, lighter iterations of Pinot Noir always work best; avoid too much oak and stick to lower than 14% alcohol when pairing with monkfish, or it may dominate the dish.

For Pinot Noir handled with a deft touch, Littorai from the west coast of the USA is ideal. The wines of Littorai are legendary for their ethereal vivacity. Ted and Heidi Lemon have devoted their Sonoma farm to regenerative agriculture since 1993. When I visited them, what struck me was how much life is on the farm and just how alive the resulting wines feel. Following biodynamicfn3 as well as organic principles, Heidi and Ted’s elegant wines are generally lower in alcohol than many other prime Pinots and for their finesse I’d rank them in my top five producers of all time. Find them, sip them and, if you’re feeling generous, share them with your monkfish.
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Dark chocolate with port. Dark chocolate is my North Star in the glossy firmament of all things cacao. The bitter snap and tantalizing kick of dynamic depth along with texture that’s sleeker than a molten crayon – all irresistible. And for a wine to sip alongside, detonate the best red port you can find under your taste buds; it’ll deliver the full Black Forest gâteau effect of deep black cherry power. Both are richly textured, with similar intensity. The comet of fruit from the port hits the black hole of bitterness in the dark chocolate, creating a new dimension of deliciousness.

A Vintage port from Quinta do Noval gets my vote. It was one of the very first wineries I ever visited, and it remains one of the most beautiful and traditional, where they still foot-tread the port grapes – an experience I will never forget. If you’re ever lucky enough to spot a bottle of Quinta do Noval Nacional at someone else’s house, persuade them to open it! Scented, rich and arguably the world’s most prestigious port, it comes from a single plot of vines that always seems to deliver something extra from its unique place on this planet. Pair it with dark chocolate from a world-class chocolatier such as Bare Bones in Glasgow or Pump Street in Suffolk and, on the gorgeousness scale, your mind will go intergalactic.
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Blue cheese with Tokaji. Stilton, Gorgonzola Dolce, Roquefort and uniquely creamy Stichelton are some of my favourite cheeses in the world. I love boldness at the end of a feast – when the palate may feel jaded, it’s time to rev things up and turn your taste buds into engines of outrageousness. On paper, blue cheese looks like the ravings of a pervert. Tiny tunnels of mould smuggling their own paradigm of flavour into a perfectly decent cheese? On one level it sounds like lurid moles burrowing through the brain of a blameless saint. And yet it is godly in its daring hullabaloo of pungent creamy rioting. Go for lavish sweetness with a searing thread of golden zing and a sense of funkiness worthy of Sly and the Family Stone. Tokaji from Hungary is a treat that was famously described by Louis XIV as ‘the king of wines, the wine of kings’. Desiccated by the fungus known as noble rot,fn4 the grapes shrivel on the vine, intensifying both sweetness and acidity. These eccentric jewels conjure wines of silken sweetness and enthralling zing that contrast perfectly with the saltiness of blue cheese, resulting in the most unlikely yet delightful duet.

Disznókő Tokaji is a wine estate that took my heart the first time I visited. This jewel in Hungary’s crown makes some of the world’s most luscious sweet wines. Look for five puttonyosfn5 or above for the optimum level of sweetness to pair with your blue cheese. If you ever get the chance to taste the highly prized Essencia (the most sumptuous Tokaji of all) then seize it with both hands. A wonder of the wine world.
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Beefburgers with Syrah. Burgers and decent wine are as thrilling as leaping off a high dive directly into the Pleasure Lakes.fn6 With its gentle char and juiciness, the burger is a true gourmet joy and deserves to be held in the same esteem as wine from a top vineyard made with care and love. I adore a Syrahfn7 with similar smoky resonance and sufficient power to stand up to relishes too. With their peppery, spicy, black olive notes, South African icons are the wines I love to pour with a burger. They stop me in my tracks and encourage consideration of the burger too – rather than fast food, the lasting pleasure of this combination slows everything down to a level of deep appreciation.

Boekenhoutskloof Syrah Made by winemaking legend Marc Kent, this Syrah is an icon of South African wine. Made from top-notch Swartland fruit fermented in tulip-shaped concrete tanks, with a bit of judicious maturation in large barrels, the result is juicy, svelte and magically spicy. With a burger, this wine, though powerful, is as graceful and alluring as moonlight on silk.
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Choose by Mood

Choosing by mood is also key when it comes to wine. Here are some of my top suggestions to match your mood. For more details on the personalities of different grapes, have a look at my Grape Thesaurus on pages 88–109.

ENERGISED: To extend your streak of jollity into a river of eternal tinsel, pick an upbeat wine to avoid sinking the vibe. Plunge yourself into cool, white English Bacchus, with its scented allure and outrageous vim. It’s akin to a gooseberry wearing a halo of elderflower and its vitality will surge through your days like a dynamo of deliciousness. Among the best of these is Camel Valley Bacchus from north Cornwall.

STRESSED: To retrieve your heart from a hurricane of hotness and return it to cooling mellow balm, serve a distinctive wine with a light touch, a feather to unfurrow your brow and set your spirit sailing. Breezy north-eastern Italy has a confluence of soaring gentle whites to cajole your spike of stress back down to a bobbing level in the safe harbour of lucidity. Unfurl a bottle of white Friulano, with the softest purity of an alpine zephyr captured for your pleasure in the Chalice of Crystal Dreams. For stress-free clarity, try Livio Felluga Friulano Sigar from Friuli-Venezia Giulia.fn8

SAD: I’m sending you warm thoughts to face this tricky pickle of a mood. As your family and friends have no doubt already told you, this pain will pass. But you and I both know that does precious little to assuage the roaring fire of agony that’s currently burning through the chambers of your heart. Sweet indulgence is the coaxing compass to navigate your way out of this loveless desert. There’s no richer, treaclier treat than Pedro Ximenez sherry from sunny southern Spain. Serve it chilled in small glasses and find yourself wallowing in a sticky oasis of restorative gladness. The ripest sun-dried grapes are conjured and blended barrel by barrel through time’s whispering charms into a seamless thick elixir of wonder. This is more like tasting a fistful of dates and squidgy figs than it is a wine. When poured over vanilla ice cream it’s known to fill the cracks of a shattered heart with love. You’ll find numerous good-value half-bottles of PX on the supermarket shelves, but for a real treat, the balm you seek is Equipo Navazos PX Gran Solera.
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SHOWING OFF: The first rule of impressing anyone is to resist the temptation to overspend. This is about insight rather than shelling out; overt displays of wealth can backfire and acts of flagrant spending can put people’s backs up. By being generous with your ideas instead of your wallet it’s possible to make a more enriching connection. How does a vineyard attract us? By producing fruit that stands out for its deliciousness, character and perhaps methods of farming that benefit all the living beings that move within the farm. Whether wildlife or worker, if the vineyard looks after the whole, it is also looking after our planet. Pick a wine that resonates with values that promote vitality, one that places nature and humanity over profit. The feelgood factor of wine’s flavour is one thing. The expressive delight of shared values is connective on a far deeper level. For a truly inspiring wine, look for Iliana Malihin’s Vidiano Old Vines ‘Rhea’ from Rethymno in Crete, which is crafted from vines more than 100 years old and has the impact of a diamond the size of a comet. Iliana is bringing life back to long-forgotten vineyards farming organically with local growers. A marvellous project.fn9

CHUFFED: While your instinct may be to grab the nearest magnum of fizz to spray across the day like a rainbow of good wishes, shun this at all costs – it’s a waste of perfectly decent bubbly. Select a wine of patience, a bottle that’s already aged to perfection and delivers a deeply satisfying sense of resonance – wine’s answer to ringing your brain’s bell. Reds can work but for a real ding-dong, white wines of fragrant character and aromatic buzz beautifully maximise the memorableness of feeling chuffed to pieces. Alsace whites are the Big Ben of wine bongs and for an extra peal of jangling complexity choose a Grand Cru Riesling. Once you’ve experienced their epic scale – along the lines of a glowing green lime impersonating a diamond-encrusted volcano – they’ll be etched into your life forever. For an ineffable dazzler, choose Domaine Ostertag’s Riesling Grand Cru ‘Muenchberg’. It’s epic.
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CHILLED: Rosé. Simple. No wine feels more like the azure poolside refractions of David Hockney’s mesmeric paintings. Cascading refreshment plunges through a pleasing whirl of fruit, spice and the gentlest waft of scrubby herbs drying in the silver sunlight. Southern French rosé is a wine style that billows easy charm from your toes to your temples. This pink trickle of mighty panache is just the ticket to slide in alongside summery salads, especially Niçoise, but it’s hard to beat just soaking yourself deeply in it while squinting at sunbeams. Rosé from Provence isn’t broken and there is nothing here to fix: Domaines Ott is the grand vin of the region to explore if you’re feeling fancy. Or for an alternative that feels like an instant sun lounger has carried you away, Greek rosé is the next big thing. Rocky hillsides bordered by pine trees and herbs with blue skies melting into the seaside – a landscape that’s perfect for producing world-class rosé. Alpha Estate Xinomavro Rosé from northern Macedonia is as succulent and beguiling as a kiss from a peach and the perfect wine to chill with.

EXUBERANT: Bubbly always flashes like a neon blockbuster billing when it comes to exuberance. And there’s a reason its name glows in lights above all other styles of wine for times of festivity: bubbles always send the mood spiralling endlessly upwards. It’s like
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Footnotes
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fn1 Compañía Vinícola del Norte de España.



fn2 For more on Pét-Nat (Pétillant Naturel) see page 52.



fn3 See my section on organic, biodynamic and natural wine on pages 50–52.


fn4 Botrytis cinerea.



fn5 Puttonyos are the measurement of sweetness for Tokaji; six is the maximum.


fn6 I made these up. The Pleasure Lakes should exist, though – and be filled with your deepest desires met a thousandfold.


fn7 Syrah is known as Shiraz in Australia and New Zealand but the grape is the same; Syrahs made in the Rhône Valley, France, tend to have more modest levels of alcohol than their southern hemisphere counterparts where conditions are hotter.


fn8 I once shared a bottle of this with Tom Parker-Bowles during lunch at the River Café and we enjoyed it so much that we are almost certainly both still there enjoying it now.



fn9 See my section on organic, biodynamic and natural wines on pages 50–52.



fn10 See ‘The Rosetta Stone of Wine Jargon’ on page 82.



fn11 Alcohol by volume, see page 55.


fn12 See pages 50–52.


fn13 See page 69.


fn14 See ‘What is Corked Wine, and Other Wine Faults’ on page 53.


fn15 I’m not a fan of terms like this as the world is neither old nor new but all exactly the same age. However, on a wine list, you may well see it.


fn16 See my ‘Guide to Pairing Food and Wine’ on page 70.


fn17 Tannin is the stuff that coats your palate, same as an over-stewed cup of black tea.


fn18 Sometimes the skins can be reused to boost an-other wine, as in Italian Ripasso.


fn19 Not to be confused with the Traditional Method, which is secondary fermentation in each individual bottle producing fine sparkling wines such as Champagne.


fn20 In the 1990s the ABC movement began (Any-thing But Chardonnay) as a backlash against very oaky Chardonnay. The grape itself was not at fault here, but people found the rich, oaky flavours too much.


fn21 A type of collagen derived from the swim bladders of fish.


fn22 A natural clay.


fn23 Natural or low-intervention winemakers will seek to add no sulphites at all, or the bare minimum.


fn24 See my guide to hangovers on page 35.


fn25 See page 50.


fn26 See page 26.


fn27 The Spanish word for wineries.


fn28 Saca’ means ‘take out’. This may be the reason sherry was traditionally known in English as ‘sack’.


fn29 Known as ‘rocío’, which means ‘sprinkling’.


fn30 See page 44.


fn31 See page 53.


fn32 See page 52.


fn33 In smaller bottles there is proportionally more air in contact with the wine, which has a greater impact on the maturation process.


fn34 You can check this out online: Manuel Carreiras, scientific director of the Basque Center on Cognition, Brain and Language, led the research.


fn35 Mentioned by Charles Dickens and Jane Austen, and a favourite wine of Napoleon Bonaparte. Also features in the Fifty Shades series of novels.


fn36 See cold stabilisation on page 42.


fn37 See European Places and Names on pages 110–111.


fn38 See page 49.


fn39 For my guide to what each grape tastes like, see my Grape Thesaurus on pages 88–109.


fn40 See ‘What is Terroir?’ on page 41.


fn41 See page 83 for a definition of climats.


fn42 Dead yeast cells.


fn43 See Solera on page 49.


fn44 Grapes were traditionally placed on straw mats to dry for several months.


fn45 An insect that feeds and lays eggs on the roots of vines. It devastated European vineyards in the mid-19th century. North American rootstocks are resistant to phylloxera.


fn46 The crisis was solved by grafting vines onto phylloxera-resistant rootstocks from North America.


fn47 See page 117.


fn48 See page 86.


fn49 See page 64.


fn50 See page 128.
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