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				FOREWORD

				THE THOUGHT OF meeting the person responsible for the supply of wines to American Airlines was rather daunting. We were to consider purchases of several thousand bottles and a corresponding number of dollars. I envisaged a somewhat overpowering sort of character, who would try to squeeze the last chance of profit from us, the hopeful suppliers, and whose appreciation of wine might be of secondary importance.

				[image: ]

				I met instead Dr. Richard Vine, professor of enology emeritus, a gentle, friendly man whose knowledge of wine was far superior to my own. Whilst defending the interests of American Airlines, he seemed to accept that a fair deal for both sides was a sensible way to do business. And this we did for many years, most of which included an enjoyable and instructive lunch at our chateau, usually with the additional, thoroughly appreciated presence of his wife, Gaye.

				Upon Richard’s retirement, these happy occasions sadly came to an end but left us with happy memories of Dr. and Mrs. Vine. In the meantime, he has written a book titled The Curious World of Wine, which will for sure bring great pleasure to wine enthusiasts across the world.

				Not to be missed.

				

				—ANTHONY BARTON

				SEVENTEENTH-GENERATION BORDEAUX ESTATE PROPRIETOR

				CHÂTEAU LEOVILLE-BARTON

				CHÂTEAU LANGOA-BARTON
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				INTRODUCTION

				PROFESSOR ROBERT SMILEY, who directs wine business programs at the University of California at Davis, once remarked, “Wine is a product that most of us know very little about that we buy a lot.”

				At first I questioned this statement. We enjoy a full range of modern media that provide wine reviews, tasting scores, and competition medals—all giving us valuable knowledge for our buying decisions. Each new vintage results in yet another round of critique fodder for the wine scribes. We are also blessed with how-to books, websites, and media programs offering various inventive notions for wine storage, wine service, wine travel, wine cookery, wine and food matching, and even wine auctions. But do all of these still leave us without the knowledge that Dr. Smiley suggests?

				For some wine lovers, each bottle satisfies by simply pouring out drinking pleasure: passionate color, seductive aroma, vivid flavor, delicately balanced structure, and good value for money. Fair enough, but for enthusiasts who integrate wine into a lifestyle beyond just a nice match with dinner, perhaps there is more. Sharing some alluring wine stories might make dining a bit more interesting and maybe even a bit tastier too.

				This book tells about some of the colorful characters, celebrated places, and quirky events that make such wine stories a fascinating topic. Some of the tales are amusing, others are a tad serious, and still others, a bit naughty. For example, would most sparkling wine devotees believe that a famous Champagne vintner was arrested as a Confederate spy during the American Civil War? Does hearing that one of the most prestigious California wineries was conceived in the bedroom of a French chateau stir up some racy notions? Without much thought, we commonly raise and touch our wineglasses in a toast, wishing each other health, or as the French say, Santé! But why? And why do we call this ritual a toast? Such simple bits of wine knowledge can enrich our lives and those of our friends too.

				Who has not at one time or another wanted to offer a few entertaining wine tales to rescue a gathering from some boring, self-impressed wine snob? My vision was to put together a small selection of some lesser-known wine stories, told in a light and engaging tone, that I hoped everyone could enjoy—not just wine buffs. With a career in wine spanning five decades and dozens of both national and international wine travels, I have filed away plenty of delightful fables and facts. Research to confirm them led to even more charming stories that needed to be shared.

				This book should be a fun read while helping you get to know a little more about what we buy a lot.

				

				—RICHARD P. VINE, PHD
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				Wining with the Ancients
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				WINE IS PROBABLY the third oldest beverage—after mother’s milk and, of course, water. Beer lovers may disagree, but that’s a case for them to make.

				Imagine cave dwellers drinking the pulpy juice frothing from some grapes that had been crushed in a stone bowl a day or two earlier. Perhaps it was cave women who made such tipples while their suitors stalked unwary prey for dinner.

				The “magic” of fermentation continued from Stone Age times until the early nineteenth century, when science took over. Frenchman Joseph Louis Gay-Lussac figured out that sugars were transformed into ethyl alcohol, carbon dioxide gas, and some heat energy. But what made this happen? That question remained a mystery until several decades later, when another Frenchman, Louis Pasteur, first saw under his microscope some one-celled plants called “yeast” that had taken harbor on the outside of a sample of grape berry skins.

				There is considerably greater sugar content in grapes than in grains, and thus ancient wines had more alcohol than did ancient beers. From that extra boost of alcohol we can perceive a major historical reality: wine was a better medicine, a better digestive, and a better love potion than other drinks. It was also the quickest buzz—at least up until, rather ironically, the prohibitionist Moors discovered distillation in the Middle Ages.

				Anyone who truly enjoys wine has probably at one time or another fantasized about being able to hang out with the ancients and share some of their favorite vintages. This chapter looks in on some wine moments from much earlier times.

				STONE AGE WINE

				The best clues for Stone Age winemaking are from archaeological digs that found packs of grape seeds along the lakeshores of southern Europe. It’s easy to think that these caches were left from grapes that had been made into wine. In a few days, a stew of froth, skins, and seeds was transformed into the ancient idea of wine. Such quill probably wasn’t representative of la dolce vita, but it was likely one of the most festive things Stone Age people had. It quenched parched palates and likely helped relieve systems straining to digest what one must think were some truly unsavory foraged meats. An essential bonus was that a little alcohol relieved the drinkers’ aches and pains.
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				NOAH AND MOUNT ARARAT

				As a descendant of Adam and Eve, Methuselah was truly ancient. There are no indications that he was either a winemaker or a wine drinker, but his grandson Noah was. Most everyone knows the biblical saga of Noah’s ark drifting on floodwaters and finally coming to rest on Mount Ararat, after which he planted vines, made wine, and got drunk. It didn’t happen quite that quickly, of course, because it takes at least a couple of years for young vines to bear fruit. The question is begged as to what Noah may have drunk while waiting for his first vintage.

				Ararat rises upward of thirteen thousand feet. Surely the flood level never reached that high, and the famous ark more likely came to settle on the lower slopes, where weather conditions were more conducive to Noah’s winegrowing. At the foot of Ararat are the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates river basin—a fertile plain aptly named the Ararat Valley. Could this have been where, or near where, Noah’s vine’s were planted? Whether or not, many experts agree that this area is the site of the earliest winegrowing. Any doubts about the veracity of this theory were diminished by the 2010 discovery of the ruins of an ancient winery near a small town in nearby Armenia. Dated at more than six thousand years old, it is the earliest winery ever. Archaeologists also found the world’s oldest shoe at the same site—perhaps removed just before its owner jumped into the grape-stomping pit?

				The oldest known vine variety still cultivated is Rkatsiteli, which was thought to be grown five thousand years ago by Georgians, just north of modern Armenia in Asia Minor.

				HAMMURABI’S BABYLON

				Babylon, the “Gate of Gods,” emerged during the twenty-third century BCE about fifty miles south of present-day Baghdad in Iraq.

				It grew to become a prominent city—both in size and in the development of a powerful militaristic culture that brought wine into everyday consumption. Hollywood adventure films have created some sensuous scenes for us: bejeweled palace lords gluttonously filling themselves with the richest foods and wines while being fanned by scantily clad maidens.

				Only the privileged Babylonians drank wine, and most of it was imported. The Greek historian Herodotus described small bowl-shaped boats made of willow frames covered with animal skins and lined with straw that secured wooden casks of wine as they were shipped downriver from Armenia to Babylon. After the wine was sold, the men would break up their boats to sell the straw and willow branches; then they’d load up the animal skins on donkeys and trek back to Armenia. Perhaps this was a way to get out of town quickly after having sold some bad wine. Hammurabi ruled from 1795 to 1750 BCE, and one of his laws threatened the loss of a hand or some other valuable body part for any merchant selling bad wine as good. Unfortunately, good wine could easily turn bad because there were no effective long-term preservatives at the time. It’s a curious notion to think that some wine dealers might have innocently lost a limb because of bacteria that nobody could see.

				NEBUCHADNEZZAR’S BABYLON
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				The city of Babylon was the center of ancient Mesopotamia, a region that used the oil seeping from the ground as a valuable treatment for bleeding cuts and aching muscles. Agriculture was well established, and farmers produced bounties of fruits and vegetables along with barley, rye, sorghum, and wheat for both baking and brewing. Intense summer heat did not favor vine culture, but local date wine was made. It wasn’t popular then and isn’t today either, but that’s an academic issue because wine is now prohibited in the region by Islamic rule. On the other hand, nowadays a blind eye is turned to wine brought in for private consumption.

				Circa 575 BCE, Babylonians were under King Nebuchadnezzar’s rule. He had come away from a raid on Jerusalem twenty-two years earlier with treasure in both precious riches and skilled Hebrew craftsmen, both of which were needed for building the legendary Hanging Gardens.

				Nebuchadnezzar had several heavily guarded palaces. When he drank wine, it was in a secluded setting and was served by Hebrew slaves. While sipping, the king was entertained by a lusty harem protected by eunuchs, perhaps in much the fashion depicted in the tales of The Thousand and One Nights.

				The white wine of Babylon’s aristocrats might have included something similar to those made from Rkatsiteli or Voskehat grapes grown in the Ararat Valley today. Reds could be from varieties much like contemporary Areni or Kakhet grapes. One especially fragrant and expensive wine was Chalybonium, grown in Helbon vineyards near Damascus in Syria.

				THE HANDWRITING ON THE WALL
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				Nebuchadnezzar was succeeded by five kings in just eight years; Belshazzar was the fifth, ascending to rule in 553 BCE. Such instability exemplified Babylon’s rapid decline. The Bible tells of a scene in which the patricians and harlots at Belshazzar’s feast drank wine from sacred gold and silver goblets that Nebuchadnezzar had pillaged from Jerusalem. It’s a story found in the Old Testament’s Book of Daniel, which denounces the feast as a lewd celebration. As the account unfolds, a hand is seen writing the following phrase on the wall: mene mene tekel upharsin. Controversy arose over the meaning, but Daniel, a Hebrew scholar, deciphered it as “Thou art weighed in the balance and art found wanting.” The hard-partying Babylonians ignored the judgment and continued to guzzle from the stolen goblets, even as their kingdom was in free fall. The final verse recounts Belshazzar being slain that very same night. Indeed, he had not seen “the handwriting on the wall,” an expression that yet today remains a warning for ignoring impending peril.

				THE EGYPTIAN GIFT FROM GOD

				There is a good chance that Egypt’s first vines may have been brought from Armenia, some nine hundred miles to the northeast. Whether or not, the Egyptians took to wine with unbridled enthusiasm. Indeed, it was decreed a gift from Osiris, their most divine god, portrayed in ancient hieroglyphics as “Lord of the vine in flower.” Treatment for skin cuts was a styptic made of wine infused with Memphis stone powder. Those suffering from urinary dysfunction or in need of an effective laxative were often prescribed wine infused with various herbs. Queen Nefertiti, wife of Pharaoh Akhenaten and mother of Tutankhamun, used perfumes made with wine. Depression was treated with a styptic of wine mixed with opium. Pain was, of course, eased with sufficient wine just by itself. Vines and wines were such an essential part of ancient Egyptian life and culture that pharaohs were buried in their great pyramids with grape seeds, a promise of wine forever in the hereafter.

				
				

				 Back from the Hereafter

				MUCH, PERHAPS most, of ancient Egyptian wine was red, and there were some mystical ideas attached to drinking it. Among these was that wine’s red color was due to the blood reincarnated from those who had been in conflict with the gods. Another notion was that the high euphoria experienced from excessive drinking was thought to be an ancestral reprisal. As might be expected, neither of these celestial motivations seemed to dissuade red wine revelers.

				

				

				PHARAOH’S WINE

				Circa 2580 BCE, Pharaoh Khufu was building the first great pyramid at Giza for his hereafter tomb, paying his several hundred thousand workers with rations of bread, vegetables, and beer. Wine made from dates, pomegranates, and palm tree sap was common, but it was grape wines that the nobles coveted—and most of the vineyards and wineries were owned by Khufu and other royals, along with other members of the privileged aristocracy. Wines typically had some level of sweetness due to incomplete fermentation, the addition of honey, or both.
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				Popular Egyptian-grown quaffs included Taeniotic, which was said to have been fragrant and a bit astringent; Shedeh, a pricey red; and perhaps an Arp Hut grown from vines cultivated near the city of Anthylla in southern Egypt. Popular sweet whites were Mareotic and Taeniotic along with Sebennys, a bargain blend.

				Whatever wine was poured, it was usually drunk from decorative shallow bowls. Tasters would sample the wine before serving. There were questions of purity, quality, and, most important, safety from those who would wreak poison on the powerful ruler. Once it was clear that the taster would survive, Khufu would take a drink and then might satisfy his fascination for magic by calling in some illusionists for entertainment.

				TUTANKHAMUN’S TABLE

				[image: ]

				Dining with King Tut would have surely been elaborate. Folks bathed and anointed themselves with oils and scents—a welcomed social gesture during hot Egyptian days circa 1330 BCE. The selection of fruits, vegetables, grains, fish, and fowl would have been rather traditional and based on agricultural products and game that Egyptians had been eating for centuries. On the other hand, cooking techniques and the use of seasonings, such as cumin, coriander, dill, and mustard, were evolving and supplemented the more common oils and vinegars. Even if underage drinking had been an issue then, Tut would have been exempt: He was the king and had his own stash of wine. Selections were made from amphorae, often identified by hieroglyphic tags providing detailed information relating to vintage and vintner. Table service included alabaster, bronze, silver, and gold, complete with finger bowls. Appetites might have been stimulated by dinnertime entertainment. Belly dancing, an erotic art form, had wiggled its way from Babylon to Egypt more than a hundred years earlier.

				
				

				 Heavenly Wine
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				CLAY AMPHORAE storage jars were introduced to Egypt by Phoenician traders, who made them with pointed bottoms so that they would stand securely in the sand ballast of trading ships and in sand floors of nobles’ wine rooms. Amphorae were made in various standard sizes, usually with a handle on each side and sealed with wooden plugs lined with beeswax. Sealing out air removed the oxygen that spoilage bacteria need to live. The microbiology was, of course, totally unknown to the ancient Egyptians, but they knew that the seals helped preserve their wine. Special wines were stored in amphorae identified by hieroglyphs indicating quality rankings, such as “Wine for the praise of souls in Heaven.”

				

				

				ISRAEL’S BIBLICAL WINE

				The fifth book of the Old Testament is Deuteronomy, a book some consider to be the words of Moses, and that includes the Ten Commandments handed down to him from God. Deuteronomy also contains some social laws, such as the one found in verse 23:24:

				When thou comest into thy neighbour’s vineyard, then thou mayest eat grapes thy fill at thine own pleasure; but thou shalt not put any in thy vessel.

				Such was the welcoming character found in the foothills of Judea, where baskets of grapes were taken to stone basins and trodden, and the juice was collected and fermented in pottery jars. Archaeological digs at Gibeon just a few miles north of Jerusalem have found several dozen handles from wine jars inscribed with the names of local vintners. The Arab conquest in 636 CE, four years after the death of
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