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When first published in 1989 The Story of Wine won every wine award in the UK and the USA. It
is widely regarded as Hugh Johnson’s most ambitious and enthralling book, writing it, according
to Hugh, was like trying to get ‘a quart into a liqueur glass’. It is not just one story but a collection
of many, scanning the wine world from Noah to Napa, from Pompeii to Pomerol, as illuminating
to our understanding of civilization as it is to our appreciation of wine.Chronicling the making,
merchandising and drinking of wine through millennia, this beautiful new edition is fully updated
to include Johnson’s view of the evolution of wine over the past 30 years. As historian Andrew
Roberts says in his foreword: “The genius of The Story of Wine derives from the fact that it is an
adventure story, full of mysteries, art and culture.”

About the AuthorHugh Johnson began acquiring his wine knowledge as a member of the Wine
and Food Society at Cambridge University. When he came down from King's College in 1961 he
became feature writer for Vogue and House & Garden, writing, among other things, wine
columns for both magazines. In 1963 he became general secretary of the Wine and Food
Society and succeeded the legendary gastronome André Simon as editor of Wine and Food. At
the same time he became wine correspondent of The Sunday Times and started work on his
first book Wine (1966), through which he established himself at the age of 27 as one of the
subject's foremost writers. His rare talent for making the most complex subjects readable has led
to a remarkable sequence of books. After a year as travel editor of The Sunday Times he
became editor of Queen, and in 1969 James Mitchell of the newly founded publishing house
Mitchell Beazley asked him to write The World Atlas of Wine. First published in 1971, this book
has been translated into 14 languages and sold over four million copies. He is the world's
bestselling wine writer. In 2007 Hugh Johnson received an OBE in the Queen's New Year's
Honours list. His OBE was awarded for services to winemaking and horticulture. In April 2004
Hugh was honoured with the title of Chevalier de l'Ordre National du Mérite, one of the highest
tributes bestowed by the French Government. The medal was presented to Hugh for his
significant contribution to the appreciation and understanding of France and its wines. --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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IdentityBibliographyAcknowledgementsFOREWORDNo one could be better qualified to write
the story of wine than Hugh Johnson, whose name is virtually synonymous with wine writing.
Others may argue whether his masterpiece was The World Atlas of Wine (with its sales of over
4.7 millioncopies), or his Wine Companion (now in its sixth edition) or his invaluable Pocket
Wine Book (which is still the best-selling annual wine guide of all time), but for me it will always
be The Story of Wine. I first read it when I was 27, coincidentally the same age that Hugh was
when he made his sensational debut on the wine-writing scene with his first book, Wine, that
established him as a world authority despite his relative youth.The genius of The Story of Wine
derives from the fact that it is emphatically not some dry-as-dust academic history – there are
dozens of those – but an adventure story, full of mysteries, art and culture, the rise and fall of
empires, and a good dash of autobiography there too, if one reads between the lines. There is
tremendous scholarship to be found in these pages, but the immense learning is never
ponderous. It is erudite, but never pompous. Although it encompasses thousands of years of
vital, dynamic and often curious human history, The Story of Wine never plods. Revisiting the
book after half a lifetime as an historian, I recognize that Hugh was right not to have written a
history book, but rather a celebration of a passion.Hugh discovered his vocation as a member of
the Cambridge University Wine and Food Society in the 1950s, recalling vividly his first tasting of
two glasses of burgundy: ‘One was ordinary and one was magic. That was my Damascene
moment.’ After graduating, he began writing about wine for Vogue and House and Garden, and
at the age of just 23 was made editor of Wine and Food magazine. His immense knowledge and
extraordinary ability to convey delight have subsequently introduced millions of people around
the world to what Plato determined was the most ‘excellent and valuable’ gift ever granted by the
gods to man.Although I became a member of Cambridge University Wine and Food Society in
the early 1980s, I sadly missed any Damascene moments there. Indeed, discernment in wine
entirely passed me by when I was at university. Excepting vintage port, which the colleges sold
at cost price and which my friends and I drank at unsuitable times of day in correspondingly
unsuitable quantities, my own tastes were embarrassingly unsophisticated. Today, I am proud to
be a member of the prestigious and venerable oenophile society, the Saintsbury Club – whose
ornament is Hugh, amongst several other masters of wine – but back then, growing up in the
Home Counties in the 1970s, wine was simply not an important part of many people’s lives.
Looking at the variety, quality and sheer accessibility of wines available now, it astonishes me to
remember that Liebfraumilch was once considered perfectly usual and acceptable to serve at a
dinner party half a century ago.Not only were choices limited in those days, but there was an
intimidating snobbery around wine which discouraged many from exploring its pleasures. I recall
with pain the sheer angst involved in taking a would-be girlfriend to a restaurant and being
confronted with both the hefty, darkly bound tome of the wine list and the supercilious eyebrow
of the sommelier. Thanks in great part to Hugh, the absurd, elitist fussing over wine has largely
disappeared, as has the ridiculous sexism which once insisted that mastery of the list was the
sole province of men. Hugh’s co-authoring of The World Atlas of Wine with Jancis Robinson,



from its 5th edition two decades ago, was one of the first great steps towards dissipating
this.When it was published, The Story of Wine won every one of the most important literary
awards that the wine industry had to bestow. Encountering it for the first time was a delight for
me, both as an historian and a wine enthusiast. Hugh’s method provided a unique approach to
recounting the history of civilization, one that is just as valid now as it was in 1989. Writing of the
taste of olives, Lawrence Durrell famously sought to describe the sheer ancientness of certain
flavours: ‘The whole Mediterranean, the sculpture, the palm, the gold beads, the bearded
heroes, the wine, the ideas, the ships, the moonlight, the winged gorgons, the bronze men, the
philosophers – all of it seems to rise in the sour, pungent taste of these black olives between the
teeth. A taste older than meat, older than wine. A taste as old as cold water.’ Yet Hugh would
disagree. Wine, he argues, has been part of humanity’s story since the very beginning. It was
‘the foremost of luxuries to millennia of mankind.’ Unlike other foodstuffs, wine has always
possessed a numinous quality, its substance connecting body and spirit. Wine is sacred, wine is
magical.Without an understanding of the story of wine, it is impossible to grasp the complexities
of the interconnected trade and culture of the ancient world. Lebanon, Syria and Turkey
demonstrate archaeological evidence of winemaking even in the Stone Age, and by 7000BC
viticulture was established in Georgia. This book includes wonderful vignettes of archaic
practices: the Egyptians gleefully slurping their wine directly from jars through straws; the bustle
and energy of the ports of Ugarit, Tyre and Sidon, so vividly described that one can almost hear
the shouts from the quays as the amphorae are unloaded.However different the preferences of
Phoenicians or Greeks in matters of taste – I’m not sure I should enjoy my wine mixed with
frankincense or seawater, even if, as Pliny suggests, it was prudently gathered far from the
harbour – Hugh also identifies remarkable historical consistencies. In Egypt 3,000 years ago, the
year, vintner, vineyard and owner were specified on the bungs of wine jars, whilst a suitably
moderate daily measure, three glasses, was prescribed by Eubolus in 375BC and has made its
way into the modern size of the wine bottle, based on two people sharing.Hugh’s commitment to
his research is nothing if not thorough: the author even goes so far as to have a kottabos stand
constructed to practise the fashionable Greek game of throwing wine, though he concedes that
his efforts did not extend so far as providing a young servant dressed only in a garland to collect
the cups. After the fall of Rome – and Hugh suggests that wine was not irrelevant to the popular
pastime of sacking that city – wine routes and wine fairs were instrumental in the rebirth of
Europe. By 1400, wine’s story had swelled to an ‘economic epic’, though supply could not
always keep pace with demand. St Benedict was obliged to specify to his acolytes that when
their daily allotted measure of half a pint of wine was not forthcoming, ‘let the monks not murmur.
Above all…let them abstain from murmuring’. Since prohibition implies infraction, one can only
assume that the wineless monks did a good deal of murmuring.A story which is truly global in
scope, this book reminds us that wine has never been an exclusively European phenomenon. In
a glorious image from the 17th century, the traveller Sir John Chardin describes the Shah of
Persia’s touring bar, which featured a gold basin filled with snow to keep crystal jugs of light red



wine at the correct temperature.As a biographer of Napoleon, I can only wish I had thought of
marking the great man’s progress through the vintages of his reign – the first post-Revolutionary
Lafite which marked the conquest of Italy in 1796–97, for instance, or the superlative 1811
vintage which did something to assuage his regret at the French retreat from Portugal.The
dextrous charm with which The Story of Wine communicates its richmastery of technical
information italicizes the superficiality of a certain kind of hierarchical wine-writing. Rating wine
on a scale of points only serves to encourage the kind of meaningless competition which has
pushed producers in the past to homogenize both their style and their choice of grapes. Today,
as the independent winemakers fight back, the concept of terroir is well-known, and the effects
of soil on vines has led to increasing interest in the topographical precision of vineyard
information: Hugh was always an early and passionate champion of communicating how
‘intimately and emphatically’ Nature can subtly change wines even within a relatively small
geographical area.It is the market, he observes, that revolutionizes taste, yet for the historian,
taste can also be an indicator of profound cultural shifts, and as Charles Ludington puts it in The
Politics of Wine in Britain, wine can be ‘a battleground for those who want to maintain or change
the social order’. The overtaking of port by domestic, respectable sherry, Hugh notes, heralded
the advent of Victorian morality in Britain. The period also saw the Golden Age of Bordeaux, with
the reduction in wine duties introduced by William Gladstone encouraging the British to increase
their consumption of French wines a full eightfold.A vast range of compelling characters, from
medieval scientists to 18th-century adventurers, populate this book. Their stories are as
individual and intriguing as the lost vintages that Hugh conjures – amber Falernia, the drink of
the Roman emperors, or the yellow wines of Kafiristan enjoyed by Sultan Babur, the founder of
the Moghul empire, or the sweet, Malaga-style wine sampled by James Boswell on his journey
to Corsica.Describing a dinner with Talleyrand, Lady Shelley recalled that ‘the antiquity of every
bottle of wine supplied the most eloquent annotations’, and how the great diplomatic survivor
treated them with ‘as much interest and seriousness as if he had been discussing some political
question of importance’. After re-reading The Story of Wine, I was joyfully reminded of how wine
remains at the centre of our communal, convivial life. To enjoy this book with a glass in one’s
hand is to relish all its subtle and varied delights in the company of the most entertaining and
comforting of friends, and the Académie du Vin Library is to be congratulated in republishing it in
such a beautiful edition.Andrew RobertsLondon, May 2020PREFACEThe title is deliberate. I am
wary of the word ‘history’; scholars have made it their own and will challenge any unqualified
pretender. Still, it’s in my blood. My father breathed it all his life. He went to Cambridge with a
history scholarship before the First World War, and after a distinguished career in the law and
insurance, retired to research in Lambeth Palace Library for the Victoria County Histories with
Sir Lewis Namier.In the 1980s I had already paid many tributes to wine: its beauty and variety, its
complex geography, and the sheer fun of it, before I realized that it is, or rather can be, bottled
history. Why is it that Burgundians never drink Bordeaux and in Bordeaux they scarcely
acknowledge Burgundy? The finest (and first) Rieslings come from river valleys in the north of



Germany, Madeira wine keeps virtually for ever, Chile is wedded to Cabernet, champagne is
unique to a district near Paris, the church developed many of the greatest vineyards (and the
vines they grow). The fact that we have such a wonderful choice of what to drink is thanks to the
tastes, beliefs, politics and problems of a hundred generations. Wine embodies their decisions. It
expresses traditions, place and time as nothing else does – certainly nothing we eat or
drink.Nor, of course, does this process of finding new classics and creating new traditions ever
stop. I only had inklings, 30 years ago, of the potential greatness of some of our new icons,
whether they are Australian or Kiwi, North or South American, or new creations out of the old
resources of Italy or Spain or Greece. Some I could foresee: Napa, Barossa, certain Italian
wines, and indeed French wines that had no public profile or received any investment for years
were on track to be recognized. But New Zealand was an unknown quantity, we had no notion
that Greek islands could make great wines, Hungary’s legendary Tokaji was almost extinct,
Argentina was nowhere and South Africa in disgrace. We were about to enter a new age, and
that is not even to mention the new technology that was in the pipeline. Every year now we are
introduced to a neglected grape variety, or a classic being grown in a new place and challenging
all received ideas.Not that everything in the modern vineyard is perfect. With so many novices in
the business there are inevitably stumbles. There was a notion prevalent for a few years that
good wines should taste of oak. Countless dollars were wasted on new barrels that sadly
denatured many aspiring wines. A far more dangerous notion is still in circulation: American
critics, liking to make everything consumer-friendly, cut and dried, claimed that the quality of
wine could be somehow ‘scored’ in points out of a hundred. They offered easy-to-grasp off-the-
peg personal opinions masquerading as something objective and absolute. High scores affected
prices, and in due course even winemaking methods. For a while more powerful and obvious
wines were the winners. Sanity started to return when drinkers found there was no refreshment
in them; they looked again for the old virtues of harmony and balance, the urge for another sip.
But it may take years yet to disabuse the wine trade of the numbers game.More important, by
far, is the fact of a changing climate. If it is the precise interaction of climate and soil, or location,
or terroir, which makes a fine wine possible, then changing any factor in this equation changes
the wine. In classical vineyards everything is marginal: they are just so. A warm summer gives
ripe grapes; ripe grapes give the result everyone is looking for. Up to this point the effect of
warmer weather on the great marginal vineyards has on the whole been benign. But it has got
wine-growers worried – to the extent that some are buying land in cooler areas; some at higher
altitudes, others at higher latitudes. Some are reconsidering the grape varieties they grow.The
situation is, shall we say, fluid.The question of what is ‘natural’ is another that currently bothers
many people, both those concerned with health and the environment and those looking for a
new angle in a competitive market. No great wines are really natural; nature does not provide the
investment, the effort and the fine judgements that it takes to make La Tâche. To call or label a
wine ‘natural’, on the other hand, just because you use no or less sulphur dioxide to keep it
fresh, is getting close to deceiving the public. ‘Orange’ wine is a definable style; ‘natural’ wine



has no definition; it generates more heat than light.We got to where we are through slow
evolution, by following and trying to understand nature. There can be natural masterpieces. I
once drank a wine 400 years old. Its strength and sweetness – its whole existence – was created
by sunshine on a hillside in Bavaria before Shakespeare was born. As for the differences in value
between one label and another: on what basis, scarcity apart, is one bottle of wine worth 50
times as much as its next door neighbour? This is not something you can invent. Man proposes;
God disposes.There is a story, a hundred stories, behind all this. Knowing them is key to
understanding wine – and a great deal else about who we are and where we came from. They
are stories I wanted to tell more than 30 years ago, and television seemed the obvious medium.
But wine has had a hard time on television, and for years got no traction at all. It just isn’t a
graphic subject; that at least is what the BBC maintained. Nor a popular one, 30 years ago,
either. It is everywhere now, as popular as beer, almost part of everyday culture. There is plenty
for a light-hearted magazine programme. My stories, though, were not about noses and palates
and what to choose in a supermarket. TV companies were sceptical. My supreme piece of good
fortune was meeting Michael Gill, the producer who had given the BBC its first cultural
masterpiece, Kenneth Clark’s Civilization.Michael saw the point straight away. On the basis of
my pretty shaky knowledge, and many assumptions, we sketched out a series of episodes
taking us from the supposed origins of wine in the Caucasus 8,000 years ago to the latest craze,
in the 1980s, the Japanese obsession with the new vintage of Beaujolais. Of course, I needed
facts. A nephew, just graduated from Cambridge, introduced me to a girl called Helen who had
got a First in history that year and was looking for work. She agreed to read and précis
everything I hadn’t time to read. I learned how narrow the scope of a history degree then was
when, after a week’s reading, she said ‘Hugh, I never knew the Greeks came before the
Romans!’ It was not the scope, though, it was the method. I often thought, as I wrote the scripts
using her research, and later the book, that Helen Bettinson’s name should be on the cover
alongside mine.The series, 13 half-hours, was two years’ work. Michael knew the best
technicians, from cameramen and sound engineers to editors. We travelled together to 40 or 50
locations, from California to Japan. I soon learnt the subject-matter had real appeal; wherever we
went the crew wanted to learn everything (and taste it). After a long day’s filming I was often
quizzed until after bedtime.Some topics were completely new to me; ancient Greek drama, for
example, and the mysterious banning of wine in the Koran. I say mysterious, because the Imam I
interviewed in the Oriental surroundings of Lord Leighton’s tiled patio in Kensington, while a
houri (or at least a lightly clad young lady) filled my goblet, was quite unable to explain it. There
are two verses that counsel against wine, both of them in conjunction with gambling. Was this so
conclusive, I asked? He more or less told me that as an infidel I had no business reading the
holy book at all. I, and my audience, were left in the dark.I was on familiar ground with the world’s
wine regions, and could often call on friends to help. They were two absorbing years, but I
couldn’t help thinking a mighty inefficient way of telling a story. A hundred weeks of work for six
and a half hours of narration. Books are quicker.By halfway through I realized that Helen’s



indefatigable delving was giving me a library of material, far more than I could possibly use on
film. At that point this book began to take shape. When I finished the book, nearly two years later,
there were still files of research to spare. They are now at UC Davis, in the University of
California’s Shields wine library, a collection unparalleled in its scope.The films we made were
broadcast in 1989 by Channel 4 in Britain, by WGBH, the Boston Public Broadcasting Service in
the US, and in France, Germany, Spain and even Japan. In England The Observer called it ‘the
first food and drink masterpiece on TV’. I knew, though, that filming was not for me. The more
history I learned, the more I wanted to learn. And teach – or rather pass on for the added
pleasure it could give other wine lovers.So this is in no way a book of the series. It is my
understanding of how wine, my constant delight, came to be the way it is – or rather was in 1989.
The book won every prize offered for wine literature. I have been asked to update it many times;
indeed, I must explain why I have never agreed to do it. History, after all, never stops. But stories
do, and the conclusion of my stories is the state of the wine world when I met it, and when it first
beguiled me.Champagne was a perfectly formed work of art. Claret had defined itself for all time.
Port had given shape to a whole after-dinner culture. Burgundy had convinced the world of the
unique characters and qualities of its tiny fields. Many of the classic wine regions of Europe had
their origins in the Roman Empire. To say that they had a settled look is an understatement – and
that is exactly how their proprietors and farmers liked them; to that extent immune from
comparison or competition. They had set the standards; they had identified and perfected the
best grape varieties for their own conditions. They had given mankind the notion of good wine
and better wine, and even of great wine. Then came the New World wanting wine of its own –
wine as like the standard-setter as possible under different, usually less marginal, conditions.I
have been taken to task for using the term ‘New World’ and making this distinction. It was a key
argument of my first book, in 1966. Some readers seemed to think I was relegating everything
new to second rank. Far from it; I was drawing a line between regions where wine had evolved
through history and regions where it was an import based on what was being done elsewhere –
almost all in Europe.The last chapters of the book relate how this happened. Challenged to go
on with the story, I was, and am, reluctant. The massive strides taken, almost all in the 20th
century, are technically fascinating, and have given new impetus to wine in the ‘Old’ World as
well as the New. The studies of climate, above all, and much more recently of what the Old
World calls ‘terroir’, have increased our knowledge of growing conditions beyond measure. Very
often they discover the science behind practices considered just ‘traditions’. There is no doubt
that they give rise to some superlative wines.As I have thought over the years since I wrote this
text, though, about what story I would have to tell, I realized that it as much about money as it is
about wine, or taste or pleasure. As the business of wine, like most other businesses, has
become global it has consolidated. Yes, more and more grape varieties from Europe are tried
out in new regions, from Pinot Noir in New Zealand to Tannat in Uruguay. In some cases they
give wines better than their Old World originals. I can’t deny that there is a story there. The other
side of it, the commercial side, has become more and more a saga of what the City calls



Mergers and Acquisitions, as wine has joined the tedious world of luxury goods. It would further
our knowledge – but does it further our understanding? In any case, dear reader, I have limited
myself to the story of wine at the time when it took over a large part of my life, and became my
enduring pleasure.‘Enduring’ is a key word. Wine does not come and go like the rest of our diet.
It lives, like my 16th century bottle – though rarely that long. The right wines will be transmuted
by age into characters as distinct as human faces. If they lack the power of speech they can still
tell stories. There has been an extraordinary consensus throughout our history that wine has
qualities that set it apart from other drinks, and other substances. Every culture that has left a
record of using wine has shown it special respect, elevated it in philosophical discourse, in
poetry, into a royal privilege, even the ultimate religious symbol, God’s blood. It has played a
unique role in advancing civilization, in medicine, in art and simply in facilitating and inspiring our
mutual intercourse. This, to me, is the reason why its own story is worth telling and retelling. Why,
indeed, I believe this book is as valid now as it was when I wrote it.Hugh JohnsonLondon, May
2020PART ONECHAPTER 1The Power to Banish CareMan’s First Experience of
AlcoholCHAPTER 2Where Grapes Were First TroddenThe Misty Origins of WineCHAPTER
3The Pharaohs and their WineThe Ancient Empires Master the VineCHAPTER 4Greece: the
Wine-Dark SeaDionysus and the First TheatreCHAPTER 5Drinking the GodWine and Sea-trade
Flourish TogetherCHAPTER 6De Re RusticaWine in Roman ItalyCHAPTER 7Jewish Life and
Christian Ritual‘Wine Makes Glad the Heart of Man’CHAPTER 8A Greener CountryRome
Expands – and Europe’s Vineyards are FoundedCHAPTER 9The Hope of Some Diviner
DrinkMohammed Condemns WineCHAPTER 1THE POWER TO BANISH CAREIt was not the
subtle bouquet of wine, or a lingering aftertaste of violets andraspberries, that first caught the
attention of our ancient ancestors. It was, I’m afraid, its effect.In a life that was nasty, brutish and
short, those who first felt the effects ofalcohol believed they were being given a preview of
paradise. Their anxieties disappeared, their fears receded, ideas came more easily, lovers
became more loving when they drank the magic juice. For a while they felt all-powerful, even felt
themselves to be gods. Then they were sick, or passed out, and woke up with a horrible
headache. But the feeling while it lasted was too good to resist another try – and the hangover,
they found, was only a temporary disease. By drinking more slowly, you could enjoy the benefits
without suffering the discomforts.Wine provided the first experience of alcohol only for a
privileged minority of the human race. For the great majority it was ale. Most of the earliest cities
grew up in the grain- rather than grape-growing lands of the Near East: Mesopotamia and Egypt.
Although ancient Egypt made strenuous efforts to grow good wine, only a minority had access to
it.But wine was always the choice of the privileged. Mesopotamia imported what it could not
make itself. Why should this be? A simple and cynical answer is that wine is usually stronger
than ale. It also kept longer, and (sometimes) improved with keeping. One can hardly state
categorically that it always tasted better. All we can say for sure is that it was valued more
highly.Other foods and drinks had mind- (and body-) altering effects. Primitive people are acutely
aware of poisons. But whatever spirit was in this drink, mysterious as the wind, was benevolent;



was surely, indeed, divine. Wine, they found, had a power and value far greater than ale and
quite unlike hallucinatory drugs. Its history pivots around this value.WHAT IS WINE, AND WHAT
ARE ITS EFFECTS? What has made men from the first recorded time distinguish between
wines as they have done with no other food or drink? Why does wine have a history that involves
drama and politics, religions and wars? And why, to the dismay of young men on first dates, do
there have to be so many different kinds? Only history can explain.The polite, conventional
definition of wine is ‘the naturally fermented juice of fresh grapes’. A more clinical one is an
aqueous solution of ethanol with greater or lesser traces of sugars, acids, esters, acetates,
lactates and other substancesoccurring in grape juice or derived from it by fermentation. It is the
ethanol that produces the obvious effect. What is ethanol? A form of alcohol produced by the
action of yeasts on sugar – in this case, grape sugar.Ethanol is clinically described as a
depressant, a confusing term because depression is not in the least what you feel. What it
depresses (‘inhibits’ makes it clearer) is the central nervous system. The effect is sedation, the
lifting of inhibitions, the dulling of pain. The feeling of well-being it brings may be illusory, but it is
not something you swallow with your wine: your wine simply allows your natural feelings to
manifest themselves.What is true of wine is true of other alcoholic drinks – up to a point. Ethanol
is the principal active component in them all. Its effects, though, are significantly modified by
other components – in other words, the differences between wine and beer, or wine and distilled
spirits. Little that is conclusive about these differences has yet been discovered by scientific
experiment. We are talking about tiny traces of substances whose precise effect is very difficult
to monitor through the complexities of human responses. But much that is clearly indicative has
accumulated over centuries of usage.WINE HAS CERTAIN PROPERTIES that mattered much
more to our ancestors than to ourselves. For 2,000 years of medical and surgical history it was
the universal and unique antiseptic. Wounds were bathed with it; water made safe to
drink.Medically, wine was indispensable until the later years of the 19th century. In the words of
the Jewish Talmud: ‘Wherever wine is lacking, drugs become necessary.’ A contemporary (sixth
century BC) Indian medical text describes wine as the ‘invigorator of mind and body, antidote to
sleeplessness, sorrow and fatigue … producer of hunger, happiness and digestion’. Enlightened
medical opinion today uses very similar terms about its specific clinical virtues, particularly in
relation to heart disease. Even Muslim physicians, as we shall see in a later chapter, risked the
wrath of Allah rather than do without their one sure help in treatment.But wine had other virtues.
The natural fermentation of the grape not only produces a drink that is about one-10th to one-
eighth alcohol, but its other constituents, acids and tannins in particular, make it brisk and
refreshing, with a satisfying ‘cut’ as it enters your mouth, and a lingering clean flavour that invites
you to drink again. In the volume of its flavour, and the natural size of a swallow (half the size of a
swallow of ale), it makes the perfect drink with food, adding its own seasoning, cutting the
richness of fat, making meat seem more tender and washing down dry pulses and unleavened
bread without distending the belly.Because it lives so happily with food, and at the same time
lowers inhibitions, it was recognized from earliest times as the sociable drink, able to turn a meal



into a feast without stupefying (although stupefy it often did).But even stupefied feasters were
ready for more the next day. Wine is the most repeatable of mild narcotics without ill effects – at
least in the short or medium term. Modern medicine knows that wine helps the assimilation of
nutrients (proteins especially) in our food. Moderate wine drinkers found themselves better
nourished, more confident and consequently often more capable than their fellows. It is no
wonder that in many early societies the ruling classes decided that only they were worthy of
such benefits and kept wine to themselves.The catalogue of wine’s virtues, and value to
developing civilization, does not end there. Bulky though it is in transit, and often perishable, it
made the almost-perfect commodity for trade. It had immediate attraction (as soon as they felt its
effects) for strangers who did not know it. The Greeks were able to trade wine for precious
metals, the Romans for slaves, with a success that has a sinister echo in the activities of modern
drug pushers – except that there is nothing remotely sinister about wine.In this sense it is true to
say that wine advanced the progress of civilization. It facilitated the contacts between distant
cultures, providing the motive and means of trade, and bringing strangers together in high spirits
and with open minds. Of course, it also carried the risk of abuse. Alcohol can be devastating to
health. Yet if it had been widely and consistently abused it would not have been tolerated. Wine,
unlike spirits, has long been considered the drink of moderation.EVEN AT ITS MOST PRIMITIVE
(perhaps especially at its most primitive) wine is subject to enormous variations – most of them,
to start with, unlooked for. Climate is the first determining factor; then weather. The competence
of the winemaker comes next; then the selection of the grape. Underlying these variables is the
composition of the soil (cold and damp, or warm and dry) and its situation – flat or hilly, sunny or
shaded. Almost as important as any of these is the expectation of the market: what the drinker
demands is ultimately what the producer will produce.As soon as wine became an object of
trade, these variables will have started to affect its price. Consensus arrives surprisingly quickly.
The wine the market judges better makes more profit. If the merchant and the maker work
together and do the sensible thing, they reinvest the profit in making their wine more clearly
better – and more distinctive.It is easy to see this process happening in the modern marketplace.
It is the standard formula by which reputations for quality are built. The key word is selection: of
grape varieties, yes, but also of a ‘clone’, a race of vines propagated from cuttings of the best
plants in the vineyard. Then restraint in production: manuring with a light hand, pruning each
plant carefully to produce only a moderate number of bunches, whose juice will have far more
flavour than the fruit of an overladen vine.In the ancient world such practices probably first
developed in the sheltered economy of royal or priestly vineyards. It would have been the king’s
butler who commended a particular plant and told the vine dressers to propagate from it. But the
principle has not changed. Selection of the best for each set of circumstances has given us,
starting with one wild plant, the several thousand varieties of grapes which are, or have been,
grown in the course of history. And each grape variety has given the possibility of a distinctive
kind of wine.TAKING THIS PANORAMIC VIEW, the discovery that must have done most to
advance wine in the esteem of the rulers of the earth was the fact that it could improve with



keeping – and not just improve, but at best turn into a substance with ethereal dimensions
seeming to approach the sublime. Beaujolais Nouveau is all very well (and most ancient wine
was something between this and vinegar). But once you have tasted an old vintage burgundy
you know the difference between tinsel and gold. To be able to store wine, the best wine, until
maturity performed this alchemy was the privilege of pharaohs.It was wonderful enough that
grape juice should develop an apparent soul of its own. That it should be capable, in the right
circumstances, of transmuting its vigorous spirit into something of immeasurably greater worth
made it a god-like gift for kings. If wine has a prestige unique among drinks, unique, indeed,
among natural products, it stems from this fact and the connoisseurship it engenders.HOW CAN
A RARE BOTTLE OF WINE fetch the price of a great work of art? Can it, however perfect, smell
more beautiful than a rose?No, must surely be the honest answer. But what if, deep in the
flushing velvet of its petals, the rose contained the power to banish care?CHAPTER 2WHERE
GRAPES WERE FIRST TRODDENIt is late October in the steep-sided valleys of Imeretia. A
mist hides the slow windings of the Rioni, gorged with the noisy waters of Caucasian
streams.Jason put in to the river mouth with his Argos and called the river Phasis. The land he
called Colchis – the land of the Golden Fleece. They used sheepskins to filter the specks of gold
that shimmered in the river shallows.At intervals all through the subtropical summer fogs have
invaded the Black Sea coastline in the afternoons of hot still days, softening the air in the tree-
choked gulleys where the streams run and shading the rambling grapevines from the burning
sun. Grapevines are everywhere: in stream beds, thick as dragons climbing forest trees, flinging
themselves over pergolas, through orchards and against the walls of every wooden balconied
farmhouse.Shaded by laurels among the vines beside the house each farmer keeps his marani –
his wine cellar. It is a mystery: there is no sign of wine, of barrels or vats or jars. A series of little
molehills in the well-trodden earth is the only clue.1The family brings the grapes here, in long
conical baskets, and empties them into a hollowed-out log beside the fence. When the log is half
full the farmer takes off his shoes and socks, carefully washes his feet with hot water from a
bucket, then slowly and deliberately tramples the bunches until his feet feel no more
resistance.The molehills cover his wine jars, his kwevris, buried to their rims in the laurel-shaded
ground. With a hoe he carefully opens one, chipping at the molehill until it reveals a solid plug of
oak under the clay. Into the kwevri, freshly scoured with a mop made of corn husks, he ladles the
crushed grapes until they almost reach the brim. They will ferment in there, in the cool of the
earth, slowly at first, then eagerly, then very slowly, popping single bubbles through a crust of
floating skins.In the spring the wine is ladled out again, with a hollow gourd fixed on a pole, into
another scoured-out kwevri, leaving the skins – a potential source of fiery tchatcha, the grappa
of the Imeretians and their brother Georgians. Sealed up under its molehill, cool in the shaded
marani, the wine will keep almost indefinitely. When the time comes to open it there is no need to
send out invitations: the heady perfume leaps from the freshly opened well. The neighbours
come, bringing their wine cups: shallow pottery bowls that the ancient Greeks would recognize.
And a long banquet begins, stately and full of toasting and old epic songs.To the Georgians, as



to ancient Greeks, the banquet (their word is keipi) is an art form in itself. For every keipi a
tamada, a toastmaster, is chosen. While the food, simple or elaborate, is constantly replenished
by the women of the house, the drinking is measured by the tamada. No one may touch his wine
bowl until a toast is given, and the speeches that preface them are often long, poetic or witty or
brave.At a long keipi there may be 20 or more toasts, but they are so carefully spaced that no
one becomes drunk. Tradition says that the Georgians have always lived under threat; they must
be sober enough to defend themselves at any time. The Georgian custom is to drain the wine
bowl, then throw away the last drops. They are the number of your enemies. It is important not to
have too many, but without any how can you be a real man?Little has changed in Imeretian
custom since the time of Homer; and in the way wine is made, almost nothing since prehistoric
times. A Greek or a Roman would call a kwevri a pithos or a dolium: the vessels in which the
wine of the ancient world fermented. Transcaucasia, the land of the Georgians and Armenians,
is one of the native countries of the wine-grape vine. This could be the place where grapes were
first trodden, and man discovered the joys of wine.WE CANNOT POINT PRECISELY to the
place and time when wine was first made any more than we can give credit to the inventor of the
wheel. Human agency is no more essential to the principle of one than the other. A rolling stone
is a wheel of sorts; a fallen bunch of wild grapes becomes, partly and fleetingly, a sort of wine.
We know of intelligent races (the Incas, for example) who never cottoned on to the wheel. But
men and women who lived in the regions where vines grow wild could scarcely fail to notice that
grapes (a seasonal part of their diet they must have looked forward to) go through a stage when
their juice loses sweetness and gains strength.Wine did not have to wait to be invented: it was
there, wherever grapes were gathered and stored, even briefly, in a container that would hold
their juice.There have been grapes, and people to gather them, for more than two million years.
It would be strange if the accident of wine never happened to primitive nomadic man. But before
the last Ice Age there were people whose minds were far from primitive. Such high intelligence,
such organization and aesthetic sense as the Cro-Magnon people had to paint the masterpieces
of the Lascaux caves, in French forests where the vine still grows wild – although now an escape
from vineyards – suggests that wine could have been known to them, even if we have no
evidence one way or the other.Archaeologists accept accumulations of grape pips as evidence
(of the likelihood at least) of winemaking. Excavations in Turkey (at Catal Hüyük, perhaps the
first of all cities), at Damascus in Syria, Byblos in the Lebanon and in Jordan have produced
grape pips from the Stone Age known as Neolithic B, about 8000BC. But the oldest pips of
cultivated vines so far discovered and carbon dated – at least to the satisfaction of their finders –
were found in Soviet [as it then was] Georgia, and belong to the period 7000–5000BC.You can
tell more from a pip than just how old it is. Certain characteristics of shape belong unmistakably
to cultivated grapes, and the Soviet archaeologists are satisfied that they have evidence of the
transition from wild vines to cultivated ones some time in the late Stone Age, about 5000BC. If
they are right, they have found the earliest traces of viticulture, the skill of selecting and nurturing
vines to improve the quality and quantity of their fruit.THE WINE-GRAPE VINE IS A MEMBER



OF A FAMILY of vigorous climbing woody plants with relations all over the northern hemisphere;
about 40 of them close enough to be placed in the same botanical genus of Vitis.Its specific
name, vinifera, means wine-bearing. Cousins include Vitis rupestris (rock-loving), Vitis riparia
(from river banks) and Vitis aestivalis (summer fruiting), but none of them has the same ability to
accumulate sugar in its grapes up to about one-third of their volume (making them among the
sweetest of fruit), nor elements of fresh-tasting acidity to make their juice a clean and lively drink.
The combination of these qualities belongs alone to Vitis vinifera, whose natural territory (since
the Ice Ages, when it was drastically reduced) is a band of the temperate latitudes spreading
westwards from the Persian shores of the Caspian Sea as far as western Europe.The wild vine,
like many plants (willows, poplars and most hollies are examples), carries either male or female
flowers; only very rarely both on one plant. Given the presence of a male nearby to provide the
pollen, the female plants can be expected to fruit. Males, roughly equal in number, will always be
barren. The tiny minority of hermaphrodites (those which have both male and female flowers) will
bear some grapes, but about half as many as the females.The first people to have cultivated the
vine would naturally have selected female plants as the fruitful ones and destroyed the barren
males. Without the males, though, the females would have become barren too. The only plants
that would fruit alone or together are the hermaphrodites. Trial and error, therefore, would in time
lead to hermaphrodites alone being selected for cultivation. Their seedlings tend overwhelmingly
to inherit the habit of bearing both male and female flowers. So eventually the cultivated vine
becomes distinguished from the wild one by being consistently hermaphrodite.Botanists have
labelled the two as separate subspecies of Vitis vinifera: the wild one as sylvestris (woodland);
the form resulting from man’s selection as sativa (culivated). (Strictly, by botanical definition,
sativa is a cultivar, or cultivated variety, not a subspecies.) The earliest grape pips found in
Soviet Georgia can be identified as Vitis vinifera var sativa – the basis of the argument that vines
were cultivated, and wine presumably made, in the country south of the Caucasus mountains at
least 7,000 years ago, and maybe long before that.TO PUT THIS ERA OF HUMAN HISTORY
INTO SOME SORT OF PERSPECTIVE, it was a time when advanced cultures, in Europe and
the Near East, had changed from a nomadic to a settled way of life and started farming as well
as hunting; when speech and language reached the point where ‘sustained conversation was
possible and the invention of writing only a matter of time’; when technology was moving from
stone implements to copper ones, and just about the time when the first pottery was made, in
the neighbourhood of the Caspian Sea.It seems, from what faint traces we can see, that it was a
peaceful time, which has left us images of fertility rather than power and conquest.The kwevri is
the other evidence of this very early date. In the museum of Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, is a
clay jar that they call a kwevri which archaeologists have dated as early as 5000 or even
6000BC. In fact its squat, pot-bellied shape resembles even more the pithos of the Greeks and
the Roman dolium than the more slender and amphora-like kwevris of today. But it even has, as
decoration, a delta-shaped bunch of little knobs on each side of the wide mouth, which could be
interpreted as a bunch of grapes.The same museum contains some rather baffling objects,



which, if they have been interpreted and dated correctly, are the oldest indication we have that
wine (or rather the grape vine) was held in special regard; perhaps veneration, perhaps affection
– although why not both? They are simply cuttings from a vine, about as long as your little finger,
which have been given close-fitting silver sleeves, moulded around them so that the
characteristic vine-bud shape shows through like a breast through a blouse. There is no
mistaking what they are. The vine wood is perfectly preserved. What they are for is another
matter. Apparently they were part of the accoutrements of a burial. The simplest conclusion is
that the vine was given a precious setting to symbolize its worth; perhaps even to carry it over
into the world of the dead where it could be planted and give pleasure again.These unique
objects were found in southern Georgia in Trialeti. Carbon dating puts them at 3000BC – which
was about the time that the rich cities of the Sumerians were developing in Mesopotamia far to
the south.THE GRAPE VINE IS A NATIVE OF MORE SOUTHERN REGIONS, TOO. All it asks is
moisture in the growing season, and a winter rest to make new buds. Persia had her own vines.
Although Mesopotamia is vineless, the Zagros mountains curve south from the Caspian Sea
down towards the Persian Gulf, providing just the kind of country the wild vine enjoys.Botanists,
perhaps in desperation with such a vagabond, have given names to several strains or
subspecies. Vines from the Caucasus and Anatolia have been called Vitis vinifera pontica.
According to one theory, this strain was distributed as far as Europe by the Phoenicians from
what is now the Lebanon and is the ancestor of many of our white varieties of grapes. Vitis
vinifera orientalis is a strain from the valley of the Jordan whose descendants in Europe (they
say) include the Golden Chasselas – Germany’s Gutedel and the Fendant of Switzerland.Most
historians are happy with the idea that Egypt received its first vines from the lands to the north,
Canaan or Assyria (it is difficult to know what names to use when one is talking about such vast
stretches of time, long before countries in the modern sense existed). But it is also possible that
vines came to Egypt down the Nile from African highlands to the south in Nubia, or from the
west, along the coast of North Africa (according to one set of legends the route taken by the
race who became the Egyptians). In any case, the vines of the Nile valley are said to constitute
another subspecies, Vitis vinifera occidentalis, a proposed ancestor for many of our red varieties
of grape.WHETHER THESE DIFFERENCES ARE REAL OR SUPPOSED is academic. What
matters is the adaptability of the vine. No other plant has adapted itself so effectively to the
enormous range of climates and latitudes to which man has introduced it. It is one of the most
variable of all domesticated plants. Its genes (it has an unusually large number) are readily
reshuffled to produce a marginally different variety. But it is also remarkably prone to mutation in
the plant itself. Suddenly a bud will develop as a branch with greater vigour, or leaves of a
different size or shape, or even grapes of a different colour. The famous Muscat vine of
enormous size at Hampton Court near London is an example of spectacular mutation.Moving a
plant to a different region, with a different climate, tends to encourage such mutations. All of
which makes tracing the genealogy of grape varieties a Sisyphean labour, and the confident
tracking of their remote history impossible.COMPARED WITH SUCH SHIFTING SANDS,



legends have a reassuring solidity. There are plenty about where wine was first made – starting,
of course, with Noah.The ninth chapter of Genesis tells how, after Noah had disembarked the
animals, he ‘began to be an husbandman, and he planted a vineyard: he drank of the wine, and
was drunken; and he was uncovered within his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the
nakedness of his father, and told his two brethren without’. Shem and Japhet, I need hardly
remind you, took a garment, walked into Noah’s tent backwards to avoid seeing what Ham had
seen, covered the old man up and retired.The repercussions of this rather ambiguous incident
were out of all proportion. Noah cursed poor Ham, surely an innocent party, and doomed him to
sire theinferior (Canaanite) section of the human race; ‘a servant of servants shall he be to his
brethren’. There are practising bigots who can persuade themselves that this is true, and behave
accordingly.To others the drunkenness of Noah constituted the Second Fall of Man. Adam’s
disgrace was the first. No sooner had God rid the earth of all the sons of Adam except the
upright Noah and his family, than the chosen servant of the Lord fell for the first temptation to
come his way: his own wine. Pope Julius II instructed Michelangelo to paint Noah’s
transgression on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel above the part reserved for the laity (but in full
view of his cardinals).THEOLOGY APART, THERE ARE OTHER INTERESTING ASPECTS to
Noah’s story. First, it was ‘the mountains of Ararat’ where the Ark grounded. Ararat (in Turkish,
Buyuk Agri) is the climax of the lesser Caucasian ranges that stretch in pleats and folds down
between what is now Turkey and Armenia, a vast double-peaked cone, ice-capped and
forbidding, that reaches 5,165 metres (Mont Blanc, the summit of the Alps, reaches 4,807
metres). A guide to eastern Anatolia says: ‘The mountain is dangerous: severe weather,
ferocious sheepdogs, rock and ice slides, smugglers and outlaws can turn an adventure into a
disaster.’ Many expeditions continue to search the summit for a large lifeboat. In 1951, a piece of
wood found in a frozen lake was brought down in triumph.The Bible thus supports the thesis that
the general area of the Caucasus was the original home of wine – unless, of course, one asks
the awkward question: where did Noah live before the Flood? Wherever he built the Ark he
already had vineyards, and knew how to make wine. Vines, clearly, were among the Ark’s
cargo.2A crazy but entertaining speculation is that Noah was one of many refugees from the
drowning of Atlantis. It is pointed out that Basque legend celebrates a hero called Ano, who is
credited with bringing the vine (and agriculture in general) with him in a boat with an unknown
port of registry. Basque seems to be one of the most ancient of Western languages, and ‘ano’ is
also a Basque word for wine.Continuing the word game, the spinner of this yarn points out that
Galicia has a similar legendary figure, called Noya, that the Sumerians of Mesopotamia told of a
sort of merman called Oannes, and that Dionysus was nursed by his mother’s sister Ino, a sea
goddess. For that matter Dionysus’ own name can be seen to embody the same two syllables,
which also happen to form the Greek word for wine: oinos. (To which the Georgians, whose
unique language is very much older than Greek, reply that their word for wine, ghvino, is the root
of all the others.) It is a game any number can play.MUCH MORE IMPOSING THAN ALL THIS
SPECULATION (and much older than the Book of Genesis) is the Babylonian Epic of



Gilgamesh, which in part tells the same story of a deluge. Gilgamesh is the oldest literary work
known, from perhaps 1800BC, but talks, like all epics, of a much earlier time of heroes.The 11th
tablet of Gilgamesh contains the account of Upnapishtim, who seems to be the Babylonian
version (and perhaps the original) of Noah. Upnapishtim also built an ark, filled it with animals
(and treasure), sealed it with pitch just as Noah is said to have done, sent out three birds in
succession over the floodwaters, and finally grounded on a mountain, where, like Noah, he then
pleased the nostrils of the gods with burnt offerings.Upnapishtim does not go on to make wine.
Winemaking is the theme of tablet 10, in which the hero, Gilgamesh, setting out in search of
immortality, enters the realms of the sun, where he finds an enchanted vineyard whose wine (if
he had been allowed to drink it) would have given him the immortality he sought.It bears rubies
for fruit,Hung with grape clusters, lovely to look on.Lapis lazuli are its branches,It bears fruit,
desirable to see….The divinity in charge was a goddess whose name was Siduri. (In Babylon,
as we shall see, it was the women who usually seem to have been in charge of the wine
supplies.) But if, as in the deluge story and most legendary incidents, some remote historical
event lies behind this tale, could it have recalled an expedition from vineless Mesopotamia to
regions that were the source of wine, whether they were in western Syria (as some authorities on
the text believe) or in the mountains to the north?Wine is related to yet another deluge story, this
time in Greek mythology. The spring festival of Dionysus in Athens had many meanings. Some of
them, as we shall see, tempt one to relate it to the Christian Easter. But one was the
commemoration of the great flood that Zeus visited on the evil primitive human race. Only one
couple was allowed to survive. Their children included Orestheus, who in this legend planted the
first vine; Amphictyon, whom Dionysus befriended and taught about wine; and their sister
Hellen, the eldest, who left her name as the name of the Greek (Hellenic) race. It is not in the
nature of myths to fit together tidily. But the echoes of the Mesopotamian story here, and the
obvious attempts to Hellenize it, are more encouragement to think that behind this legend lies
some remote strand of real memory.MOST QUOTED OF ALL THE LEGENDS about the
discovery of wine is surely the Persian version. Jamsheed – there are many spellings – was a
semi-mythical Persian king. Some legends about him seem to relate him to Noah: he is said to
have saved the animals by building a great enclosure for them. To Omar Khayyam he
represented heroic antiquity:They say the lion and the lizard keepThe courts where Jamshid
gloried and drank deep.At his court, the story runs, grapes were kept in jars for eating out of
season. A jar with a strange smell, in which the grapes were foaming, was set aside as unfit to
eat, possibly poisonous. A damsel of the harem sought surcease from ‘nervous headaches’ and
tried to take her life with this reputed poison. Instead she found exhilaration and refreshing
sleep.Dutifully she told the king, whereupon ‘a quantity of wine was made, and Jamsheed and
his court drank of the new beverage’.ENDNOTES1—TRAVELLER’S TALESir John Chardin was
a French traveller and jeweller to both the English King Charles II and the Persian emperor.In the
account of his travels to Persia through Georgia published in 1686, Chardin wrote of Georgia:
‘There is no country where they drink more or better wine.’ His experience of Colchis shows how



little has changed in 300 years, at least.‘They hollow the larger trunks of great trees, which they
make use of instead of tubs. In these they bruise and squeeze the grapes, and then pour out the
juice into great earthen jars, which they bury in their houses, or else hard by…. And when the
vessel is full, they close it up with a wooden cover, then lay the earth upon it.’Chardin believed
that the burial of the wine jars was to hide them from enemies. Georgia was then nominally
under Muslim rule, notwithstanding daily transport of great quantities of wine into Media,
Armenia and to Ispahan for the king’s table.2—FAR CATHAYThe civilization of China was well
advanced in the Bronze Age, and some sort of wine was an important part of it. Inscriptions on
oracle-bones from the Shang and Chou dynasties describe the religious rituals of the time, all of
which involved wine. Wine drinking, moreover (in the words of the curator of the great National
Palace Museum at Taipei), ‘has been a favoured pastime of heroic figures and poets since
ancient times, and has contributed to the creation of countless masterpieces in the history of
human culture’.China has native vines, but Vitis vinifera is not among them. The first import of
the wine vine to China is well documented. It took place from Persia, in 128BC, when the
Chinese general Chang Chien made a famous expedition and spent a year in Bactria. From
Fergana, the country east of Samarkand, the general took seed of vines and alfalfa (the horse
fodder of the Persians) back to the Chinese emperor. In Fergana, he reported, the wealthy
stored grape wine in quantities up to 38,000 litres, keeping it for several decades without risk of
deterioration.Foreign envoys in China later noted large plantations of both alfalfa and vines not
far from the imperial palace. Chinese texts report that vines were abundant in Kashmir, and later
in Syria (this was in late Roman times). But the Chinese (and now Japanese) word for a grape,
budo, seems to have its roots in the original expedition to Persia. A late Persian word for grape is
buda.No distinction is made in ancient Chinese records between wine made of rice and wine
made of grapes or other fruit, nor between wine and what we would call spirits. Some of the
bronze vessels used for ‘heating’ wine could have been making a very crude sort of spirit – an
alembic is not essential to the principle of distillation. Another method that was certainly known
to the Chinese in the seventh century AD is that of freezing wine and removing the ice (which is
water) from the alcohol. A seventh-century courtier, Meng Shen, wrote that there were two sorts
of grape wine, one made by fermentation, with a delicate taste, the other by distilling with heat,
which had a stronger action. The second came from Gaochang on the road to Persia, recently
taken by the T’ang emperor.The development of the Silk Route across Central Asia introduced
more and different varieties of vine to China. At various times the growing of vines had the most
influential support of all, that of the emperor. K’an-hi, who was contemporaneous with Louis XIV,
was a positive Thomas Jefferson of an emperor, experimenting with vines in different parts of his
realms, finding that they did well in the north, but rapidly degenerated in the subtropical south.
One can almost hear the voice of Jefferson in his declaration: ‘I would rather procure for my
subjects a novel kind of fruit or grain, than build a hundred porcelain kilns.’A note from the 13th
century is intriguing for several reasons. Grape wine in glass bottles was sent as tribute from
Mohammedan countries to the Mongol Khan. It was an orange liquid, and each bottle contained



10 small cups. It was said to be intoxicating – but it was also clearly very rare. Perhaps it was
distilled.Marco Polo’s account of wine in China in the late 13th century sounds authoritative: ‘In
Shansi province grew many excellent vines, supplying a great deal of wine, and in all Cathay this
is the only place where wine is produced. It is carried hence all over the country.’CHAPTER
3THE PHAROAHS AND THEIR WINEThe Egyptians were not the first to grow wine, but they
were certainly the first we know of to record and celebrate the details of their winemaking in
unambiguous paintings. Vintage time in ancient Egypt is an image no more remote to us than
the medieval harvest in France depicted in tapestries and illuminations. What is hard to register
is that the activities we can witness so clearly took place between 3,000 and 5,000 years ago;
that the technology of winemaking had by then been thoroughly mastered. There were experts in
Egypt who discriminated between qualities of wine as confidently and professionally as a sherry-
shipper or a Bordeaux broker of the 21st century.Mesopotamian citizens of the same time were
wine drinkers too, but they make a much more shadowy picture: we have no time-capsule tombs
to bring their existence to life for us.Mesopotamia is the land between the two great rivers, the
Euphrates and the Tigris, that rise in the mountains south of the Caucasus and flow south to join
the Persian Gulf. It is flat, hot and (until irrigated) arid; the very antithesis of natural vine country.
The Sumerian race settled here from the north or east some time between 4000 and 3000BC
and founded the cities of Kish and, later, Ur. Kish has provided us with the earliest form of writing
that we know: stylized pictures known as pictograms, drawn with a stylus on moist clay. Among
them is a recognizable vine leaf. Ur, dating from about 3000BC, offers much clearer evidence of
the enjoyment of what is presumably wine in a famous inlaid box known as the Standard of Ur,
representing serried courtiers who appear to be toasting their ruler.It can be argued that their
drink was more probably beer in a land where wine was then rare and exotic. On the other hand,
who would drink wine if not the courtiers in the royal presence?THE CITIES OF MESOPOTAMIA
KNEW WINE AND USED IT, but where did they get it from? In later times they tried growing it for
themselves, but originally it must have been an import from a country where vine-growing was
already well established. It could have been the hills to the east in Persia (if vines were grown
there then, we don’t know), but the readiest answer is provided by the Greek historian
Herodotus, respectfully known as ‘the father of history’. Two and a half thousand years later he
gave an account of the use of the Euphrates for shipping wine to the great city that succeeded
Kish and Ur, Babylon.‘But the thing that, next to the city, seems most wonderful to me is this: the
vessels that go down the river to Babylon are round and made all of skins. For they make ribs of
the willows that grow in Armenia, above Babylon, and cover them with hides stretched over the
ribs on the outside to serve as a bottom, making no distinction of stem or stern. The vessels thus
made like shields they fill with reeds and use for carrying merchandise down the river, generally
palm-wood casks of wine. Every one has an ass on board, and the larger ones more; for after
they have arrived at Babylon and have disposed of their cargo, they sell the ribs of the boats and
the reeds, then loading the hides on the asses, they return to Armenia by land, the river not
being navigable upstream by reason of the rapid current. For that reason they build their boats of



skins rather than timber; and when they have driven their asses back to Armenia, they build
more boats of the same fashion.’There are several surprises in this wonderfully graphic account
– not least that the vessels to hold the wine were not earthenware jars but barrels. The Romans
are reputed to have learnt about barrels from the Gauls, and the Greeks not to have used them
at all. But Herodotus, a native of Halicarnassus in Asia Minor, then part of the Persian Empire,
speaks of wine casks as a matter of course. Can he be right, though, about the wood being palm
wood? Palm trunks are almost impossible to saw into planks. Might they have burnt out the
centre of a big log to make a hollow cylinder, and found some way of sealing the ends? For that
matter, if the wine came from Armenia, where there are better trees, why use palms?Armenia
was not then the little land-locked country that it is today. It was the whole region south of
Georgia, now Eastern Anatolia, a part of Turkey – the region where the Euphrates rises in the
watershed of Mount Ararat.But why the wine had to come all the way from Armenia is the
question. The Euphrates flows through Assyria, which had wine of its own. Was it perhaps not so
good as that from the mountains farther north? By Herodotus’ time, wine had grown for 2,000
years all around the eastern end of the Mediterranean, from modern Turkey south through Syria
(where Karkemish supplied Aleppo with a famous wine), through Byblos in the Lebanon and
south to Palestine – all this latter part being then the land of Canaan. The Egyptians, proud
enough of their own wine, particularly prized the wines of the Canaanites.Among the nations of
the region were the mysterious Hittites, who for most of the second millennium BC occupied the
rich heart of Anatolia (rich both in crops and in metals; it was the principal source of copper
during the Bronze Age). If enthusiasm for wine can be judged by the vessels created for serving
and drinking it, the Hittites score as highly as any ancient race. The artistry of their golden
chalices and rhytons (the hollow animal’s head that served both as a beaker and for libations)
has never been bettered, even by the skilled craftsmen of Athens in the fourth century BC.No
one need doubt that this part of the world can make good wine. The modern Turks, halfhearted
winemakers though they are (especially in the most Muslim part of their country), maintain state
vineyards at Elazig by the Euphrates, 200 miles downstream from Ararat and at the very source
of the river Tigris. The red wine they produce, Buzbağ, is no miracle of finesse, but its potential is
very clear; it is full of vigorous flavour. In the Middle Ages the wines of Tyre and Sidon, in modern
Lebanon, were among the most expensive and sought-after in the world, and even today the
Beka’a Valley, east of Mount Lebanon, is the home of the celebrated Chateau Musar, a wild card
among the world’s great red wines.TO FORM A CLEAR IDEA OF THE POLITICAL HISTORY of
the Middle East is hard enough even in our own times. To envisage the nations of 4,000 years
ago, theirculture, their migrations, beliefs and alliances is impossible. The landmarks are their
achievements – if archaeologists happen to have stumbled on them.1Yet there is a sketchy
picture to be drawn of the major powers around the eastern Mediterranean in the second
millennium BC. A united Egypt dominated the south for most of these thousand years – the
period known to Egyptologists as the Middle and New Kingdoms. The splendour and technical
competence of the Egyptians made the deepest impression on all who came into contact with



them. The island of Crete had a civilization comparable in refinement, if not in scale. We call it
Minoan. From about 1500BC Greece was dominated by the Mycenaeans, who attacked and
plundered Crete and ended the long and peaceful Minoan years.Anatolia was the kingdom of
the Hittites for the greater part of the period, at its peak extending as far east as Babylon. The
eastern shore of the Mediterranean was the land of Canaan, separated from Egypt by the
wilderness through which the Bible claims Moses led the children of Israel (in about 1200BC).
North and east of Canaan lay Assyria, a great power that waxed and waned over an enormous
period of time.In Mesopotamia (roughly today’s Iraq), the civilization of the Sumerians had given
way to Semitic peoples from the west. Mari was their chief city, halfway down the Euphrates, until
the great king Hammurabi founded the fortunes of Babylon farther downstream (not far from
modern Baghdad) in the 1790s BC. For both, the principal trade route was the Euphrates Valley
westwards towards Anatolia, their source of copper for making bronze. (The island of Cyprus,
the other important source, takes its name from the metal it supplied.)Where the second
essential metal for making bronze, tin, came from remains an unanswered question. Unless
some Anatolian mine existed and was exhausted, so that its traces are lost, the two possible
candidates are Bohemia and Britain. No one knows how far back the tin mines of Cornwall were
discovered.There was a steady flow of trade and diplomacy between these powers. Long though
the distances were, there was shipping on every river, the roads skirting the deserts (camels
were not yet used to cross them) were busy, and the seaways of the Mediterranean provided a
centre of exchange.The empires surrounding the Mediterranean seem to have had remarkably
little interest in asserting their power over its coastline. Their eyes were on the hinterland. Their
strategy was to encourage the growth of independent ports of trade which they used as go-
betweens, as politically neutral meeting points where merchants would not be frightened away
by great castles and armies. Such ports were expected to pay tribute, but left in peace to make
the money to pay it.Ugarit (now Latakia in Syria) was probably the first of these ports, operated
by the southern Canaanites, serving the Assyrian kingdom but not belonging to it.Al-Mina at the
mouth of the river Orontes, now just in Turkey, was another, founded (although not until 900BC)
by the Greeks as their point of contact with the world of the Euphrates. Later, and farther south,
came Tyre and Sidon. This was the coast from which the Canaanites’ successors, the
Phoenicians, the most independent and ingenious of peoples (they invented the alphabet), set
off to found a succession of similarly independent and unwarlike trading cities all around the
Mediterranean and perhaps even beyond. Carthage in North Africa and Cádiz in southern Spain
were among their outposts.Eventually the great powers – above all the Greeks – developed
naval forces to enlarge and protect their dominions. But the principle of the ‘port of trade’
survived centuries of political change. Indeed, Alexander the Great, conqueror of the whole
world we are speaking of, founded Alexandria as a neutral port at the mouth of the Nile,
inhabited jointly by Greeks and Egyptians and Jews.A vivid instance of the thriving and complex
trade of the eastern Mediterranean came to light in 1987, when the wreck of a richly laden
merchant ship was found at Ulu Burun, close to the southwest coast of Turkey, her whole cargo



still intact. She seems to be a (possibly Canaanite) vessel that traded between Egypt, Canaan,
Cyprus, the coast of Asia Minor, possibly Crete and Mycenaean southern Greece. When she
sank in about 1400BC she was carrying great ingots of copper and smaller ingots of tin, stocks
of the pottery for which the Mycenaeans were famous, pieces of blue glass, valuable arms and
precious resins. She was also carrying wine.WE KNOW EVERYTHING AND NOTHING about
ancient Egyptian wine. The available detail is almost overwhelming. It is most graphic in the
tomb paintings of high officials whose business it was to supervise it, and more lowly craftsmen
who so delighted in vines and their fruit that they decorated the ceilings of their tombs as
arbours heavy-laden with grapes.Luxor, the ancient capital Homer called ‘hundred-gated
Thebes’, at its height the greatest city in the world, is where most of the evidence is to be found.
From Luxor the arid hills of the Sahara rise in golden crags across the Nile. It was here in the
Western Desert that the pharaohs’ mummies were entombed among treasure so fabulous that
their own priests became tomb robbers even before their rock-cut vaults were sealed. Next to
the Valley of the Kings, the most remote and desolate of cemeteries, lies the Valley of the
Nobles, and a short distance across the desert the necropolis of the artists who worked, century
after century, on carving and painting the walls that were to be seen only by the gods.Royal tomb
paintings are preoccupied with sacred matters. Bird- and beast-headed gods perform never-
ending parades in a symbolic ballet that touches by its very meaninglessness. Real and
descriptive incidents are the exception.Some of the nobles’ tombs, though, are filled with the
activities that occupied their owners. Rekhmire, for example, was a high court official whose
interests were encyclopedic. The walls of his tomb are a great catalogue of crafts, of foods, of
gardens, of foreign races, of beasts and vehicles. What the Nubians or the Syrians wore, or how
chairs were made or alabaster polished, is illustrated so accurately that nothing is left to the
imagination. Winemaking is just one of the activities that make up a complete picture of Egyptian
everyday life. The tomb of Nakht, another lofty bureaucrat, is more freely painted; apparently
more for pleasure than information. But it, too, records every detail of the wine harvest, from
grape-picking to the fermenting wine.From these and other tombs it is not difficult to form an
accurate picture. It covers a period of time half as long again as that from today back to the birth
of Christ, and the passing of 33 dynasties of pharaohs. We know where wine was made and
precisely how, how it was named, stored, served and drunk. What we don’t know is what it
tasted like.It would not be difficult to reproduce the wines of ancient Egypt. What grape varieties
to use would be the principal problem. But if we were to plant a vineyard in the Nile delta country
on the antique model (which means in fertile silt, irrigated and manured with dung), train the
vines as they then did on a high pergola, tread the grapes and ferment their juice in clay jars, we
would not expect wine of any quality. Certainly no wine of quality is made in modern Egypt. Yet to
dismiss what people of such culture as the Egyptian aristocracy described as good, very good
or excellent, took such trouble in making and great pleasure in drinking, clearly cannot be
right.Already in some of the earliest pictures of winemaking there are signs of technical ingenuity
which was not to be reproduced by any other civilization until modern times. Some of it is just



applied common sense. Treading grapes in an open tank is trickier than it looks: to keep your
footing in the deep slippery mass you need something to hold on to. Port treaders doing the
same job in Portugal today hold on to each other, arms around neighbours’ waists in a tight-
linked chain. The Egyptians had a marvellously simple idea: bars across the treading floor just
above head height. Workers steadied themselves as they trampled, like strap-hangers on an
airport bus. Slightly later, Egyptian technology even anticipated the straps: workers are shown
supporting themselves by short lengths of rope hanging from the rafters of a roof of reeds set up
to shade them from the sun.Another ingenious device they developed was the sack-press, in
which the skins, after treading, still rich with valuable juice, are squeezed in a giant tourniquet
which both recovers the juice and filters it. The Egyptian word for it is the same as that for
wringing out the wash.We can be sure the grapes they picked were fully ripe. Under the Egyptian
sun they would have been honey-sweet. Most pictures show us black grapes. They also show us
dark juice running from the press into the fermenting jars, which suggests (since treading alone
extracts little colour from grape skins) that fermentation began in the trough where the grapes
were trodden.Not surprisingly, some paintings show the fermenting wine overflowing its jars: with
very sweet juice and Egyptian autumn temperatures, the first fermentation would be as
‘tumultuous’ as it is often called. We see no sign of filtration. Probably some sort of strainer held
back the bigger particles of stalk and skin in the trough, but the fermenting wine must have
included a fair amount of solid matter. After the first violent fermentation one might expect the
wine to be racked, or transferred off its gross lees, to finish fermenting in a clean amphora. There
are no pictures that show this being done. Siphoning would be the obvious way to do it; the
Egyptians used siphons, but not for this: apparently they just closed the original amphora with a
rush bung completely covered with an immense clay capsule for the final stages of fermentation,
leaving a small hole for the carbon dioxide to escape until all bubbling ceased, when the hole
was plugged. While the clay of the capsule was still soft it was often stamped with the seal of the
estate.It is strange that, according to the pictures, they did not bury the jars as the Georgians
bury their kwevris. None of the pictures shows any efforts at keeping the jars cool as they
fermented – a fundamental precaution in a hot country, where the transition from juice to wine to
vinegar can be disastrously quick. The final sealing with clay was undoubtedly as effective as
any cork, but if the wine did keep well (or keep at all) it must have been due to its high alcohol
content more than to hygienic making or inherent stability.The fact that it was the regular practice
to paint or stamp in the seal the year of the vintage, along with other details of the wine’s
provenance or purpose, is usually taken to mean that it was intended to be aged. The fact that
relatively old wines were among the supplies left in royal tombs seems to bear this out.On the
face of it, though, freshness must have been the quality desired just as often as maturity. It
seems reasonable to see the vintage date as a simple piece of information, just as it is today. For
Beaujolais Nouveau the best vintage is the most recent; not so for vintage port. Perhaps the
same thoughts went through the head of the ‘bearer of secrets in the wine-hall’ – the title of the
pharoah’s palace manager.How the Egyptians drank their wine is even better known to us than



how they made it. Painting after painting expresses with brilliant vitality the pleasure they took in
it. Scenes of feasting are sometimes serene, elegant, decorative, sometimes boisterous and
licentious, but always painted with loving attention to the attitudes and relationships of the men
and women involved. There are scenes so graphic, of girls gossiping, of dignified couples with
their pets, of musicians and serving girls (who are usually all but naked), that one feels like an
eavesdropper on their perpetual partying.Egyptians feasted in an atmosphere of brilliant colour,
powerful perfumes (they put scented ointment on their heads which slowly melted and trickled
down their braided hair and wigs), garlands of flowers and vine branches, lotus blooms and lotus
buds. Sometimes they drank from wine cups, sometimes through straws directly from wine jars.
Wine from different jars was sometimes siphoned into a fresh one, presumably to be blended.
When wine was poured from an amphora it was often sieved (which confirms that solid matter
was left in it after fermentation). There is not much evidence of self-restraint in these feasting
scenes: ladies are occasionally sick, although nobody is seen under the table or being carried
out.The Greek writer Athenaeus believed that ‘among the Egyptians of ancient times, any kind of
symposium was conducted with moderation…. They dined while seated, using the simplest and
most healthful food and drinking only as much as would be sufficient to promote good cheer.’
But Victorian schoolmasters would have their pupils believe that all Greeks were sober, upright
and honourable men.The prestige of wine is clear from its ritual use as offerings to gods and to
the dead. Beer was the everyday drink; it had no part in ritual. (Egypt’s vineyards were never
large. Wine consumption must always have been limited to the rich, and to the priesthood.)The
wine left in tombs, even from the earliest dynasties, is designated by origin, even if only vaguely.
By 2470BC (the fifth dynasty), six different ‘appellations’ were in use. Whether they signified
distinctly different sorts of wine, or merely where they came from, we don’t know. ‘Wine from
Asia’, an import, probably from Syria or Canaan, is also mentioned. Egyptian ships regularly
visited Byblos in Canaan to buy timber. The famous cedars of Lebanon were one of Egypt’s chief
imports; palm trees are no better for building than they are for barrel-making.By the time of the
‘New Kingdom’, which came into being in 1550BC, and whose most famous monument is the
tomb of Tutankhamun, the labelling of wine jars was almost as precise as, say, California
labelling today – with the exception of the grape variety. It specified the year, the vineyard, the
owner and the head vintner. The leading vineyards were on the ‘West River’ (the western arm of
the Nile delta), at Sile, Behbeit el-Hagar, Memphis and the oases – all in Lower Egypt. Wine
growing was not attempted, it seems, in Upper Egypt until the rule of the Greek-inspired
Ptolemies from 300BC.Insofar as the Egyptians ascribed wine to one particular god it was
usually to Osiris, the god of life after death, who was also responsible for plant life. He was
addressed as ‘lord of the wine at flooding’ and ‘lord of carousing at the festival’. Later Greek
writers were apt to associate Osiris with Dionysus, the Greek wine god, but there is little
evidence that he was held responsible in a direct way with wine and its effects on the spirit, as
Dionysus was. Other gods are equally associated with wine. It is described as the sweat of Re
(the sun god) and the tears of Horus, son of Osiris and the earth goddess Isis. ‘Horus-eye’ could



mean anything that was particularly treasured or valuable. ‘Green Horus-eye’ and ‘white Horus-
eye’ are frequently mentioned in reference to wine.2VINEYARDS AS WELL AS WINE WERE
DEDICATED TO DEITIES. The great pharaoh Ramses III, in the 11th century BC, recorded his
gifts to Amun, the god of Thebes, and in a sense Egypt’s national god. They included ‘vineyards
without limit for you in the southern oasis and also in the northern oasis, and others in great
number in the southern region….I equipped them with vintners, with the captives of foreign
lands and with canals from my digging….’ From the same period a letter has survived that gives
a precise picture of the scale of operations on a fairly small delta wine estate:‘Another
communication to my lord. I have arrived at Nay-Ramesse-miamun on the edge of Ptri-waters
with my lord’s scow and with two cattle-ferries belonging to the “Mansion of Millions of Years of
the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Usikheperure-setpenre, in the House of Amun” and found
that the vineyard keepers were 7 men, 4 lads, 4 old men, and 6 children, total 21 persons. For
my lord’s information, the whole of the wine which I found sealed up with the master of the
vineyard-keepers Tjatroy was: 1,500 jars of wine, 50 jars of sdh-wine, 50 jars of Pwr-drink, 50
pdr-sacks of pomegranates, 50 pdr-sacks and 60 krht-baskets of grapes. I loaded them into the
two cattle-ferries belonging to the “Mansion of Millions of Years of the King of Upper and Lower
Egypt”, and sailed downstream from Pi-Ramesse-miamun, “The great soul of Pre-Harakhti”. I
handed them over to the controllers of the “Mansion of Millions of Years of the King of Upper and
Lower Egypt”. I have written to let my lord be cognizant.’The elements of this picture are still in
place. The Nile slides majestically on among its palms. The shaduf raises water for the irrigation
channels. White-winged feluccas are not precisely the boats that this accountant sailed in. But
the Egypt of today matches its ancient records at so many points that only a little imagination is
needed to visit the pharaonic world. It is a different matter with the world of the ancient
Greeks.ENDNOTES1—DEATH OF A WINE SELLERWe have traces of legislation about wine
from both of the two earliest books of laws that have come down to us: those of Hammurabi, the
king of Babylon from 1792–1750BC, and of the Hittites who brought his kingdom to an end.Both
are so specific that they can only be used as instances, but they paint a real picture.
Hammurabi’s code is generally fairly lenient in dealing with offenders over matters of trade. It is
interesting to note that the three items relating to wine shops carry absurdly violent penalties: a
little slip in accounting by the barmaid, and ‘they shall throw her in the water’.‘If outlaws hatch a
conspiracy in the house of a wine seller, and she’ (note the gender) ‘do not arrest these outlaws
and bring them to the palace, that wine seller shall be put to death’.And, most savagely: ‘If a
priestess or a nun who is not resident in a convent open a wine shop or enter a wine shop for a
drink, they shall burn that woman.’ The inference seems to be that wine sellers were expected to
be women, but it was hardly because the calling was a humble one: it clearly carried
considerable responsibility. The founder of the Fourth Dynasty of the Sumerian Kish, Queen
Azag-Bau, is surprisingly described as ‘a female wine merchant’.The Hittite code of laws opens
a new section at clause 101 under the heading ‘If a vine’. Its clauses deal with every aspect of
crops and plants, from stealing wood from a forest to allowing sheep to wander in a vineyard and



eat the grapes. In each case the penalty is compensation and a fine. (Fines for slaves were
normally halfas much as for citizens.)These laws at least make one thing certain: the wine in
question was real wine, made from grapes. Mesopotamia’s earliest wine may well have been
made from dates; although there is a record of a ‘garden with vines’ as early as 2900BC.2—
GRAVE GOODSWhen the tomb of the 19-year old King Tutankhamun, who died in 1352BC, was
opened by the great Egyptologist Howard Carter in 1922, he found among the treasures around
the golden mummy the wine jars that were to accompany the royal spirit on its journey.Twenty-
six of the 36 amphoras were labelled, seven with the seal of the king’s personal estates, and 16
with the name of the royal house of Aten; both ‘on the Western River’ (the western arm of the
Nile delta, always considered Egypt’s best wine country).Twenty-three of the wines came from
three vintages: ‘year 4’, ‘year 5’ and ‘year 9’. Whether these are the years of the king’s reign, or
whether they simply indicate the age of the wine, is unclear, but they show that top-quality wine
was appreciated at a considerable age. One amphora is even dated ‘year 31’– which cannot
refer tothe king’s short reign. The name of the chief vintner is recorded on every amphora except
the three oldest. One chief vintner, Kha’y by name, made five of the wines of Tutankhamun’s
estate, but also one of the House of Aten, which suggests either that the royal officials ran both
estates, or that Kha’y was such a gifted vintner that, like Professor Peynaud in 1980s Bordeaux,
he was responsible for several top estates at the same time.Two wines (both labelled Sdh, which
seems to mean new or fresh) are labelled ‘very good quality’. The others are only described in
any way if they are sweet (four out of the 26). By this analysis the most telling piece of
information (apart from the vintage) on each label is the name of the chief vintner. What could be
more realistic? Nothing matters more than the man who makes the wine.CHAPTER 4GREECE:
THE WINE-DARK SEA‘The peoples of the Mediterranean began to emerge from barbarism
when they learnt to cultivate the olive and the vine.’ It was Thucydides, the Greek historian, who
wrote this at the end of the fifth century BC, when Athens had become the centre of the most
cultivated and creative society the world had known.Thucydides probably had no notion of when
the process began to which he attached so much importance. It is still unclear. What seems to
have happened is that about the time of the founding of Egypt (c 3000BC), the precursors of the
Greeks settled in four main areas around the Aegean: south and east-central Greece, the island
of Crete, the Cycladic islands in the southern Aegean, and the northwest coast of Asia Minor.
These are the places where most traces have been found of the earliest towns of the Aegean,
with substantial public buildings and signs of overseas trade. They are also where vines and
olives were being cultivated; two crops that added new dimensions to a primitive diet of corn and
flesh, that could be grown on land too poor and rocky for grain, or grown in cornfields without
reducing the corn crop: in both cases adding dramatically to the rations available, and hence to
the potential population.A rise in the population led directly to a more complex social system. A
town is not a village; specialization begins; one man farms, another trades in his produce, a third
becomes a lawyer to settle their disputes. Before long there is a need for administration, for
ships’ crews, for an army, and soon the force of personality brings out a leader, who establishes



his family in a position of power.Thucydides, I hasten to add, was not guilty of this glib sort of
social history. But he was aware that oil and wine were powerful stimulants to trade; that trade
led to the exchange of ideas, and that wine in particular brought a new dimension to social
intercourse. Wine led naturally to festivities, to confidences, to a sense of occasion (which also
had religious significance). The gold and silver drinking vessels that appeared in the Aegean at
this time would hardly have been created for water. So wine feeds on its success, good wine
fetches a premium, therefore more good wine is made. The better it is, the greater the demand,
and the more stimulus for trade.By the year 2000BC Crete had developed, partly through
contact with Egypt, a rich, successful, cultivated and complex civilization based on a royal
palace in which power and skills were concentrated. Writing had been invented, and the level of
artistic accomplishment remains to this day a source of wonder.By the year 1500BC Crete was
superseded as the great power of the Aegean by Mycenae in southern Greece, whether by
conquest or assimilation is not clearly known. The Mycenaeans were more aggressive than the
Minoans of Crete, more active in trade and colonization. Their ships traded from Sicily in the
west to Syria in the east (and of course with Egypt). It was the Mycenaeans, under their great
leader Agamemnon, who with their neighbours the Spartans laid siege to Troy; the story told by
Homer centuries later in epic verse.Excavation in the 20th century brought to light the wine cellar
of one of the rulers of this era, King Nestor of Pylos, another city of the Peloponnese that took
part in the Trojan war. Nestor’s cellar had a capacity estimated at 6,000 litres in the big storage
jars known as pithoi. The wine was delivered to the cellar in animal skins, which will have made
their own contribution to its bouquet. Nonetheless, legend ascribes to Nestor the two-handled
cup of pure gold which is one of the greatest treasures of the National Museum in
Athens.Homer, telling the story of the siege of Troy and the travels of Odysseus, the half-
remembered epics of the Mycenaean era, gives us detailed information about at least some of
the sources of its wine. He names the island of Lemnos in the Aegean as the supplier of wine for
the Greek armies besieging Troy (it lies conveniently en route, 50 miles from the Trojan shore).
Much-appreciated wine from Thrace to the north was also transshipped there. The Trojans’ wine
came from Phrygia, Troy’s hinterland in Asia Minor. In the Peloponnese he names Epidaurus,
famous for its colossal theatre, and Pedasos in Boeotia, in central Greece he mentions ‘Arne rich
in vine’ and on Euboea, the long island on the east coast, Histaia.On his voyage Odysseus took
wine from his own island, Ithaca, but also extra-high-strength wine he had extracted as a ransom
from Maro, the priest of Apollo at Imarus in Thrace, the mainland to the north of the Aegean. The
priest’s Maronean ‘red wine, honey-sweet’ was supposedly so strong that it was usually drunk
diluted 1:20 with water.Odysseus used this as his secret weapon. On the coast of Sicily the
Cyclops Polyphemus, the one-eyed monster, captured him and devoured his companions.
Odysseus offered him Maronean wine by way of a digestif. Polyphemus was accustomed to
weak Sicilian wine – presumably made from unpruned wild grapes. Good Greek wine
overwhelmed him. ‘Thrice in his folly he drank it to the lees’, and sank into a deep sleep, in which
Odysseus put out his single eye. The boulders that the blinded giant threw at the fleeing



Odysseus are still to be seen, half-submerged, in the sea near Mount Etna.Through Homer’s
Iliad the image of the ‘wine-dark sea’ runs like a refrain. The poet’s description of the shield of
the hero Achilles has the ring of a favourite scene remembered: ‘…a vineyard laden with
grapes…was beautifully wrought in gold, but the bunches themselves were black and the
supporting poles showed up throughout in silver. All around it ran a ditch of blue enamel and
outside that a fence of tin. The vineyard was approached by a single pathway for the pickers’ use
at vintage time; and the delicious fruit was being carried off in baskets by merry lads and girls,
with whom there was a boy singing the lovely song of Linus in a treble voice to the sweet music
of his tuneful lyre. They all kept time with him and followed the music and the words with dancing
feet.’ It is a vision of vintage time, of autumn’s gilded haze, of labour and laughter that has never
faded.AN UNRECORDED CALAMITY STRUCK MYCENAE. A fierce race from the north (it is
supposed) laid waste to the Minoan-style palace culture of the Mycenaeans and their allies in
the century between 1200 and 1100BC. Dorians is the name given to these invaders. All the
empires of the Near East were shaken during this period and all except Egypt fell. In Greece the
art of writing was lost with the palace officials, and Greece entered what historians call the Dark
Age of dim memories, comparable with the state of Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire
one and a half thousand years later.To the Greeks of later years, Homer included, the age of
Mycenae was the age of heroes, when the Olympians walked on earth. Certainly the ruins of
Mycenae, built of stupendous blocks of stone, impose the idea of giants and superhuman
forces.Yet whatever people the new Greeks were, they had energy and intelligence to more than
match their predecessors. Within two centuries the Aegean had again become a centre of
creative activity. This perhaps was the age that Thucydides was talking of, when Greeks,
including Mycenaean refugees, moved into the islands of the Aegean and across the sea to Asia
Minor, turning the shores of Phrygia and Lydia, the former land of the Hittites, into ‘East Greece’.
They brought their characteristic vine-and-olive agriculture to every rocky spot, and with it the
potential for civic life, commerce, and further colonization and conquest. Out of this new era
Athens, never entirely overrun by the Dorian invaders, became from the start the cultural and
artistic leader.At first Greece had to import its skills once again from the east. The art of fine
metalwork was reintroduced, with iron now superseding bronze as the metal of the armourers. In
the east, Phoenicia had taken the lead in both skills and exploration, founding her new cities far
to the west at Carthage and Cádiz. From Phoenicia, via their new trading post in the east, Al-
Mina, the Greeks adopted the new-coined alphabet. Written Greek, the language of Homer, was
born in the ninth or eighth century BC. When the Olympic games were started in 776BC written
records were kept. The idea of the palace and its administration returned. And with all this came
the growth of population that once more intensified economic activity. Greece was ready to
emulate the Phoenicians in voyages of exploration, and the founding of new cities outside the
‘Greek lake’ that the Aegean had become.THE EUBOEANS LED THE WAY. Euboea lies
alongside Attica on the east coast of central Greece like a huge galley docked beside the
mainland. Its citizens may have founded Al-Mina; perhaps it was here, from the Phoenicians, that



they learnt to improve their ships for longer voyages. They went to Cyprus. They were the first to
set up a colony in Italy, or rather off Italy, on the island of Ischia, just off the Etruscan shore, early
in the eighth century. (The Etruscans themselves, mysterious in their origins, are said in legend
to have been refugees from the fall of Troy.) By the middle of the century they had ventured onto
the Italian mainland and founded Cumae, and had started the first Sicilian colony at Naxos (just
south of Taormina) to defend the straits of Messina, between the toe of Italy and the football of
Sicily.The Euboeans also moved north on the Greek mainland, naming the three-pronged
promontory of Chalcidice after their city of Chalcis. Parians from the island of Paros in the
Cyclades settled in Thrace, famous for its horses, but were driven offshore, onto the island of
Thasos, by its malaria. Thasos became so famous for its wine that Thasian coins all carried the
head of the wine god and a bunch of grapes, rather as postage stamps advertize the local
produce today.The Euboeans were swiftly followed westwards by the Corinthians, who founded
Syracuse in Sicily, the Rhodians, who also went to Sicily and founded Gela, the Achaeans from
the northwest Peloponnese who settled on the fertile instep of Italy’s boot and founded the city of
Sybaris, so rich in its brief period of affluence that the word ‘sybaritic’ is still in use today. Their
second foundation Poseidonia (now Paestum) in Campania is famous for its three magnificent
temples, almost unscathed by time.The Spartans founded Tarentum, the modern Taranto, on the
inside of the heel of Italy. The Rhodians founded Neapolis, whose modern name is Naples.
Corinth extended its commonwealth north up the Adriatic to Corfu and Dalmatia. Athens went
further and settled (or at least traded) in Lombardy, at the mouth of the river Po, where its
colonists made contact with the Etruscans. Many of the colonies have misty origins, or were
founded by more than one city or island. And very soon such thriving colonies as Syracuse had
their own litters, so that Sicily and the toe of Italy were called ‘Magna Graecia’ – greater Greece.
They were also called Oenotria – the land of (staked) vines.Various theories are in circulation
about why the vines of Italy at this time were described as ‘staked’ – presumably in contrast to
Greece, where they were either grown in trees or prone on the ground. One is that Magna
Graecia was colonized by a new kind of capitalist entrepreneur, whose farming methods were
more intensive than the old ways; that a vineyard became for the first time a monoculture, tidily
staked, and so presented a very different appearance.Another is that traces were still evident in
Italy of an earlier wave of Greeks – the Mycenaeans, who had travelled this way a thousand
years before. It is certain that Mycenae did trade with Italy and its islands. Lipari, one of the little
volcanic Aeolian islands just north of Sicily, was the source of obsidian; black volcanic rock that
splits to a razor-sharp edge – far sharper than anything they could have made of bronze. If
Mycenaeans knew that sea route and braved the steep grey rollers south of Italy, then perhaps
the Minoans did before them…. But to these new colonists that was very ancient history, only
dimly remembered in the legend of Odysseus.1TO THE SAME NEW ERA OF ENERGETIC
SEARCHING FOR MORE LAND belongs the first Greek colonization of southern France, when
the Phocaeans from Lydia in Asia Minor, under threat from the Persian invasion of their
homeland, founded Massalia where Marseilles stands today, and also settled in



Corsica.Massalia was a masterstroke. Some say the Etruscans got there first, but whether they
did or not, it gave the Phocaeans control of the route up the Rhône and across the heart of
France to the tin mines of southern Britain. Their original route lay up the Saône, through
Burgundy, then overland to the Seine where they established a point of contact at Mont Lassois,
100 miles southeast of Paris, and left spectacular relics. Another route lay down the Loire to the
Atlantic.By 500BC Massalia was making its own wine, and its own amphoras to export it.
According to the Roman historian Justinius, ‘from the Greeks the Gauls learned a civilized way
of life…to cultivate the vine and the olive. Their progress was so brilliant that it seemed as
though Gaul had become part of Greece.’ A more modern historian points out that the first wine
drunk in Burgundy was probably Greek wine from Marseilles (or indeed from Greece, shipped
by the Etruscans). Again the question arises: had the Etruscans beaten the Greeks to it? There
is no conclusive evidence, but the enthusiasm of the Gauls can be judged by the fact that within
200 years they had in turn overrun northern Italy, reached the youthful city of Rome, and
performed the ever-popular ritual of sacking it.CITIZENS OF MILETUS IN ‘EAST GREECE’, or
Asia Minor, seem to have been the first through the Bosphorus into the Black Sea, founding the
trading posts of Sinope and Trapezus (modern Trabzon) on the south shore, and Phasis in
Georgia – to them Colchis, the land of the Golden Fleece.From Attica, Athens’ neighbours the
Megarans sailed as far north as they could go, reaching the Crimea and the mouth of the river
Dniepr in the land of the Scythians. These remote ancestors of the Russians were famous
horsemen and archers (they were recruited, it is said, as policemen for Athens). The Scythian
race originated in the region of Persia and was accomplished in fine metalwork. Their arms took
them as far south as Palestine and as far east as Babylon. The Greeks introduced wine to
Scythia, planting vines in the Crimea. The tomb of a Scythian chief of 500BC, found near the
river Dniepr, was arranged with an amphora of Greek wine from Chios at his head and another
at his feet, with a cup, dipper and strainer for him to help himself laid ready at his side. Of
Scythia’s own wine the Roman Ovid later said that you needed an axe to cut it. (A similar story is
still told in Bulgaria; that their Mavrud can be carried in a handkerchief.)2WHAT CAN WE SAY
ABOUT THE QUALITIES OF GREEK WINE? The Aegean islands were the main exporters,
possibly because they were more prone to specialize. They lacked trees (except sometimes
olives), and the wind forced them to grow their vines low against the stony soil, where the grapes
would reach much greater ripeness than bunches hanging in rich swags between arching trees;
the Arcadian picture of an idyllic vineyard.Of the islands, Chios in the eastern Aegean, off the
coast of Ionia in ‘East Greece’, was the biggest exporter, and by most accounts had the best
wine. It has been called the Bordeaux of ancient Greece. Its characteristic amphoras, easily
identified by their design and the quality of their pottery, and usually stamped with the Chian
emblem of a sphinx, an amphora and a bunch of grapes, have been found inalmost every
country where Greeks traded from the seventh century onwards. In 620BC a Greek trading town
was established (with Egyptian permission) at Naucratis on the western branch of the Nile delta.
From its very beginnings it imported Chian wine, as well as oil and silver, to trade for papyrus



and Egyptian luxury goods. Chian wine jars have been found high up the Nile in Upper Egypt;
they’ve also been found in Marseilles, Tuscany, Bulgaria and in eastern Russia.Equally famous
was the wine of Lesbos, the large island due north of Chios, the home of the poetess Sappho
(whose brother, it seems, combined the trades of wine merchant and procurer at Naucratis; a
city famed for the ‘looks and easy virtue of its women’). Lesbian wine was highly rated under the
island’s name, but Lesbos may also have been a source (or the source) of Pramnian, the Greek
equivalent of the rarest and most luscious of all wines, Tokaji Eszencia. To make Eszencia the
very ripest grapes are piled high until their own weight squeezes out thick drops of a sort of
nectar. They are never pressed. So full of sugar is Eszencia that it ferments only very slightly, if at
all. It remains a viscous honey-sweet fluid with legendary powers of revival in all situations where
revival is desired.Sweetness is praised in contemporary accounts of many Greek wines. Most
often it was probably achieved in exactly the same way as the Cypriot Greeks make, and always
have made, their Commandaria. The grapes are picked fully ripe, then laid out on straw mats
(plastic today) in the vineyard for a week or so for the sun to really concentrate their sugar. A
similar method is used in Spain at Jerez for sherry-making. Homer and his less famous
successor, Hesiod, both describe the sun-drying of grapes in this manner. Surprisingly one
writer, Archestratus, describes a Lesbian wine as having ‘its liquid locks thickly overgrown with
white flower’, which is a fair enough poetic description of the growth of the yeast called flor that
sherry-makers depend on for the special savour and longevity of their wine. One vase painting
shows a long dipper, remarkably like a sherry-shipper’s venencia, ideal for plunging through the
scum of flor (in an amphora?) to extract a clear sample of wine.Certainly the Greeks of Homer’s
time already recognized many different varieties of wine. Laertes, the father of Odysseus, whose
vineyard was his pride and joy, boasted that he had 50 rows, each of a different vine, so that he
had ripe grapes in a long procession from summer to late autumn.The island of Thasos, off
Thrace, was another quality producer, but of a (probably lighter) wine with a characteristic scent
of apples. In Thasos today you may still see the gauging stone, pierced with holes, for measuring
the standard sizes of Thasian amphoras. Mendean from Chalcidice and Magnesian from
Thessaly on the northeastern mainland were also mentioned as good, although not as good as
Bybline, which appears to have been a wine exported from Byblos in the Lebanon by the
Phoenicians. Bybline remained a byword for quality into Roman times – and had its successors
in the Lebanon in the Middle Ages: Tyre and Sidon.Much lower down the scale were the bulk-
producing islands of the Sporades, the southwestern corner of the Aegean. Koan from Kos,
Knidian and Rhodian from Rhodes were the sort of wine used for army rations. Modern visitors
to Rhodes will know that little has changed.3Were the ancient wines treated with resin to taste
like modern Retsina? Certainly not, say some scholars, although others point to the pine cone
that was part of the wine god’s sceptre. The practice of adding pitch from pine trees was only
mentioned in ancient Greece in connection with the already undrinkable wines of Galatia in Asia
Minor. It seems to have been rare in Greece but common in Italy. On the other hand, the Greeks
did mix their wines – and in fact they rarely drank them straight. It was normal to add at least



water (usually seawater), and the more formal the occasion and elaborate the food, the more
spices and aromatics were added to the wine. The mixing was done in a vase of pottery or
bronze called a crater, which could be of any size. The wine was scooped out with a dipper, a
kythos, and drunk from a shallow, graceful, usually two-handled cup, a kylix.THE GREEKS
LOVED THEIR WINE AND RHAPSODIZED OVER IT, but reading their works does not leave the
impression that they were hard drinkers. Water in the wine had two obvious purposes: it
stretched the supply of a commodity which may have been too expensive for some citizens, and
it meant you could go on drinking longer. Their word ‘symposium’ means nothing more or less
than ‘drinking together’.The justification of its modern meaning, a learned conference, lies in the
Greek practice of long after-dinner conversations between men over their wine. They reclined on
couches, propped up on their elbows, a habit learned from the Assyrians in about 600BC, and
an attitude then and now associated with nomadic peoples. The dining room was called the
men’s room and was appropriately plumbed. Women, if they were present, sat on the edge of
the couch or on a chair. A symposium had a chairman in just the same way as Georgian
banquets have a tamada, although his job was to stimulate the conversation rather than
elaborate long toasts.No one pretends that all Greeks were philosophers. Symposia came in all
degrees of seriousness or laxity. It was common for flute girls and dancing girls to perform. But
according to (the admittedly straitlaced) Plato: ‘Wherever men of gentle breeding and culture are
gathered together at a symposium, you will see neither flute girls, nor harp girls; on the contrary
they are quite capable of entertaining themselves without such nonsense and childishness, but
with their own voices, talking and listening in turn, and always decently, even when they have
drunk much wine.’Plato’s views on the minimum drinking age are remarkably severe. ‘Boys
under 18 shall not taste wine at all, for one should not conduct fire to fire. Wine in moderation
may be tasted until one is 30 years old, but the young man should abstain entirely from
drunkenness and excessive drinking. But when a man is entering his fortieth year…he may
summon the other gods and particularly call upon Dionysus to join the old men’s holy rite, and
their mirth as well, which the god has given to men to lighten their burden – wine that is, the cure
for the crabbedness of old age, whereby we may renew our youth and enjoy forgetfulness of
despair.’ It is a sobering thought that to Plato old age began at 40.Other authors took a different
attitude. The playwright Aristophanes gives the orator Demosthenes this speech:Why look you
now; ’tis when men drink they thrive,Grow wealthy, speed their business, win their suits,Make
themselves happy, benefit their friends.HIPPOCRATES, WHO WAS BORN ON THE ISLAND
OF KOS in about 460BC and lived, it is said, for nearly a century, is called the father of medicine.
Wine played a part in almost every one of his recorded remedies. He used it for cooling fevers,
as a diuretic, a general antiseptic, and to help convalescence. But he was completely specific,
occasionally advising against any wine at all, and always recommending a particular wine for a
particular case. The following passage does not make very attractive reading, but it shows how
clearly and closely Hippocrates observed the human body and understood the chemistry by
which, in this case, its bowels can be affected:‘Soft, dark wines are moister; they are flatulent



and pass better by stool….Harsh white wines heat without drying, and they pass better by urine
than by stool. New wines pass by stool better than other wines because they are nearer the
must, and more nourishing…. Must causes wind, disturbs the bowels and empties them….’Of
sweet – that is, partially fermented – wine he records ‘it causes less heaviness in the head than
vinous [strong, fully fermented] wine, goes to the brain less, evacuates the bowels more than the
other, but causes swelling of the spleen and liver….As to white vinous wine…passing more
readily into the bladder, being diuretic and laxative, it always is in many ways beneficial in acute
diseases.’‘Should you suspect, however,’ he concludes, ‘in these diseases an overpowering
heaviness of the head, or that the brain is affected, there must be total abstinence from
wine….’Hippocrates also had strong views on how wine should be drunk: neither too warm nor
too cold. The prolonged drinking of warm wine, he claimed, led to ‘imbecility’, while the
excessive use of very cold wine led to ‘convulsions, rigid spasms, mortifications, and chilling
horrors, terminating in a fever’.Athenaeus, a Greek Egyptian from Naucratis in the second
century AD, is one of our most prolix sources of Greek wine lore. His work The Deipnosophists,
or The Learned Diners, is a great scrapbook of gossip and literary odds and ends loosely
constructed around 24 famous scholars and lawyers (and including the great physician Galen).
Several of the characters are the sort of pretentious gourmets we would describe today as ‘wine
bores’. But we are speaking of the age of Rome rather than of classical Greece.The most
concise summarizing of Greek wine wisdom is ascribed to the influential Athenian statesman
and financial administrator, Eubulus, writing in about 375BC: ‘Three bowls do I mix for the
temperate: one to health, which they empty first, the second to love and pleasure, the third to
sleep. When this bowl is drunk up, wise guests go home. The fourth bowl is ours no longer, but
belongs to violence; the fifth to uproar, the sixth to drunken revel, the seventh to black eyes, the
eighth is the policeman’s, the ninth belongs to biliousness, and the 10th to madness and hurling
the furniture.’It is remarkable with what consistency the figure of three drinks recurs throughout
history as a moderate measure. We shall meet it repeatedly, until it leads to the modern size of a
wine bottle – three glasses each for two people – and even to modern clinical views on a healthy
regular diet of wine.We can leave the conclusion to the wisest of all Greek philosophers,
Socrates. ‘Wine’, said Socrates, ‘moistens and tempers the spirits, and lulls the cares of the
mind to rest … it revives our joys, and is oil to the dying flame of life. If we drink temperately, and
small draughts at a time, the wine distills into our lungs like sweetest morning dew….It is then
the wine commits no rape upon our reason, but pleasantly invites us to agreeable
mirth.’ENDNOTES1—THE GREAT VASE OF VIXIdeas about the connections between the
world of the Greeks and the Celtic world of northern Europe were transformed in 1952 by the
discovery, between Paris and Burgundy, of the most magnificent Greek vase that has ever been
found. It lay in the tomb of a Burgundian princess at Vix, near the trading centre of Mont Lassois
on the river Seine, where Phocaean Greeks, and probably Etruscans too, went for shipments of
tin from the mines of Cornwall.The vase, or crater, of Vix is a wine-mixing bowl in the finest
bronze, standing seven feet high and with a capacity of 1,200 litres, or about 45 amphoras of



wine. The princess died in about 600BC. One amphora of wine was traded at that time in Gaul
for one slave. Almost more astonishing than the opulence implied is its carriage, either from
southern Italy or Greece, either up the Rhône and Saône valleys or over Alpine passes. Expert
opinion differs as to where it was made. Sparta is one theory, another is south-central Italy,
where Etruscan and Greek cultures mixed. So huge and fragile an object must have been taken
to pieces for transport, its great bronze shell cut up and then welded together again. But whether
it travelled on pack animals over the Great Saint Bernard Pass or by ships and barge and wagon
via Massalia, today Marseilles, its presence in the heart of France tells us that the Greeks had
no monopoly of power even at the height of their colonizing period. It also tells us that the French
loved their wine.2—‘THE CANAANITE JAR’The standard wine container of the ancient world
was the amphora, a clay vase with two handles, ranging in shape from the Don Quixote to the
Sancho Panza, but generally rather like a root vegetable with a long neck. Its bottom end was
either pointed like a root, or formed into a knob, but never flat. Size varied widely. Greek
amphoras averaged about 40 litres, Roman versions about 26 litres – call it nearly three dozen
modern wine bottles.The amphora was an invention of the Canaanites, the forebears of the
Phoenicians, who introduced it to Egypt before 1500BC. Up to that time Egyptian wine jars (used
for fermenting and storage) had been of a similar shape, but without handles. The name (which
is Greek) means something which can be carried by two; one on each side. So useful was the
invention of a strong, inexpensive, disposable or reusable, easily lifted and stored container that
amphoras were used for any substance that can be poured. Although wine was their usual
content, oil, grain, water, and the favourite seasoning of the Romans, the ‘garum’ made of the
fermented remains of fish, were often transported in amphoras.Some ended their working life as
funerary urns, a child’s coffin, or even as roofing materials. Herodotus tells the story of how the
Greek Phocaeans even used them to set an ambush. They dug a pit in a narrow mountain road,
filled it with empty amphoras, then covered them up with earth. When the enemy cavalry arrived
the pit caved in and the horses were trapped.A potter makes an amphora on his wheel in two or
three sections; it is too big to turn all at once, and he cannot reach inside the neck to shape it.
The sections are moulded together wet, then the amphora is turned upside down and its original
flat base pared down to a point (or knob). It seems curious to remove the base, but in practice it
is much easier to lift and tip with its bottom forming a third handle.Amphora stands (usually
tripods) were common. In bars and cellars they were often leant against the wall. In ships, where
hundreds were being carried, their points were dug into a bed of sand and their handles lashed
together to hold them steady. Often their handles carried the stamp of their origins pressed into
the clay. Well made amphoras of the right clay were perfectly impermeable. If necessary they
were coated inside with wax or resin. Their mouths were bunged with cork where it was available
and sealed with more wax or resin. (The Latin term for opening an amphora means, literally, to
scrape the top.)Properly sealed, an amphora was as airtight as a bottle, and like a very big
bottle, kept good wine in good condition for an immensely long time. Without amphoras the
ancient world would have had no knowledge of the splendour of matured wine.To



archaeologists, amphoras have unique value as evidence of ancient trading patterns. Each
district, town or island had its own slightly different model, which developed over time. With the
help of a computer, even a relatively small shard, a piece of neck or handle, can be accurately
classified. Shards are virtually indestructable. So many millions of amphoras were made that
even today in trading centres such as Delos, in the Aegean, entire beaches consist of nothing
but a mixture of white marble from ruined monuments and the red sea-smoothed shards of
broken wine containers.3—KOTTABOSIn about the year 600BC some light-headed Sicilian
colonist from Greece, leaning on his elbow at an after-dinner symposium, bet his friends that he
could hit the lamp on top of its stand with the dregs in his shallow two-handled wine
cup.Whether he put out the lamp or not, it was just the sort of Drones-club idea that would catch
on among the lighter element. Throwing bread rolls loses its magic after a while. The new game
was baptized as kottabos, and a crafty bronze merchant designed a special stand, like a
lampstand but with a tiny statuette on top with its arm held aloft. On the hand, precariously
balanced, went a faintly concave bronze disc. Halfway up the stand he fixed a much larger
bronze disc. The idea now was to dislodge the top disc, called the plastinx, so that it fell and hit
the lower one, the manes, which when hit rang like a bell.Kottabos became the rage. It spread to
Athens and Sparta, and for no less than 300 years, during the whole period of Athenian
ascendency, it remained the fashionable after-dinner game. It is portrayed on countless Greek
vases (the only graphic depiction of Greek domestic life we have) and the rules are known from
literature.The best illustration is on an Athenian wine cooler which shows four ladies of the town,
whose names might be rendered Slinky, Wriggly, Couchy and Sexy. Slinky, naked on a couch, is
flicking her wine cup with the index finger of her right hand. The caption by the cup reads, ‘I’m
throwing this for you, Leagros’. Other paintings show more decorous players in action, but leave
no doubt at all how kottabos was played, nor how popular it was.I have had a kottabos stand
made, and practised assiduously. From personal experience I can say that it is not at all easy.
The best trainers advise a very high arching shot, so that the wine falls onto the plastinx from
above. But liquid does not dislodge bronze, however delicately balanced, easily. And it makes a
terrible mess on the floor.(An authentic game needs a dedicated servant, who for economy
wears nothing but a garland, to rebalance the plastinx and recharge the wine cups.)CHAPTER
5DRINKING THE GODThe Greeks had every reason to be enthusiastic about wine. It had
provided the impetus for the economy of their strange country, half land, half sea. It gave them a
pleasure they could find in no other form. But there was more to it than either business or
pleasure; a mystical element that they expressed through their worship of the wine god,
Dionysus.Of course, wine was not alone in having a deity. All the elements, every concept, each
crop, even a forest or a spring had its own sponsoring senior god or junior guardian spirit. Zeus,
the father of the gods, lived on Mount Olympus in Thessaly, surrounded by, and constantly
intriguing and quarrelling with, 11 gods of cabinet rank, while a great civil service of gods milled
about in complicated and frequently incestuous relationships, seducing hapless humans,
causing accidents and interfering in battles, in altogether what was more like a hippy colony than



a responsible superior order of beings.It is hard to know what weight to put on the word ‘worship’
as between the Greeks and their gods. As all-powerful, unpredictable and often apparently
spiteful characters they were best treated with respect. A sacrifice seemed a reasonable
insurance policy. An enormous temple at huge expense was clearly something much more – not
least an expression of national or civic pride.Every effort was made to eavesdrop on the plans of
the Olympians through the medium of oracles. The priests of such famous oracles as that of
Apollo at Delphi became a very wealthy and influential class.But the only personal relationships
between men and Olympians belonged in the realm of mythology. Myths must sometimes have
appeared to thinking Greeks to be handed out with the rations. This is where Dionysus was
different. Dionysus was not a myth but a very palpable fact. You actually drank the god of wine,
and having the god inside you took away care.ONE MORNING IN MARCH IN THE YEAR
404BC, 14,000 of the people of Athens packed the huge theatre on the east flank of the
Acropolis for the first day of drama of the annual Great Festival of Dionysus. The day before
there had been sacrifices of bulls; so many of them that the stink of blood still filled the city,
mingled with the sharper smell of wine. Most of the crowd were carrying wine skins, swaying as
they swigged their ‘trimma’, wine flavoured with an unknown formula of herbs, and joking as they
made their way that their wobbling goat skins would be softer to sit on than the hard theatre
benches.Last into their seats in the huge amphitheatre were the senior magistrates of the city
and the army commanders, and then the priests of Dionysus Eleutherus, the wine god from
Eleusis on the road north to Thebes. They took stone thrones on the edge of the vast
semicircular marble stage, where dancers were already weaving in elaborate patterns, chanting
and beating tambourines. The women dancers wore only soft fawn skins, with wreaths of ivy,
and carried long hollow stalks of wild fennel tipped with pine cones and wreathed with more ivy.
The men jiggled about absurdly with preposterous leather phalluses flapping in front and long
horse tails sticking from the back of their breeches. Each time one of these ‘satyrs’ tried to catch
one of the ‘maenads’ she would scamper away, prodding him with her wand, her ‘thyrsis’, the
sceptre of the wine god and the symbol of his powers.All this was entirely familiar to the
Athenians. The various festivals of Dionysus went on at intervals throughout the winter, starting
in December with the Country Dionysia in the villages, when the emphasis was more on the
phallus and less on the wine god. He, after all, was symbolically dead. His body (in the form of
grape clusters) had been dismembered and crushed at vintage time and now his vines stood
bare and apparently lifeless. Only ivy remained as a wintry substitute, producing its hard little
fruit in winter among its shiny but vine-shaped leaves. The word for the dance around a giant
phallus was komos – the root of the word comedy.Every second winter, though, a large crowd of
women of all ages set off on a pilgrimage, taking the road via Eleusis and the sacred city of
Thebes to the holy shrine of the oracle at Delphi. Delphi, sacred to Apollo for nine months of the
year, became the shrine of Dionysus from December to February. His priestesses there were
joined by housewives, maidens and grandmothers from all the cities around, who dressed as
maenads and were sworn to secrecy. There were plenty of rumours about what went on. All



agreed that the maenads went up into Mount Parnassus above Delphi and stayed there all night.
In his Antigone, the playwright Sophocles describes the scene: ‘Surrounded by the light of
torches, he stands high on the twin summits of Parnassus, while the Corycian nymphs dance
around him as Bacchantes, and the waters of Castalia sound from the depths below. Up there in
the snow and winter darkness Dionysus rules in the long night, while troops of maenads swarm
around him, himself the choir leader for the dance of the stars and quick of hearing for every
sound in the waste of the night.’This chilly picnic had many meanings. (The summit of Parnassus
is at more than 2,400 metres, and there are very believable reports of snow storms cutting off
the worshippers, of rescue parties and maenads suffering from frostbite, ‘their clothes frozen stiff
as boards’.) The simplest, perhaps, was to encourage the god to return from the dead. Greek
historians said that it was a very ancient practice, kept up in their own times simply as an antique
custom. Certainly the death and rebirth of a god, symbolizing the renewal of nature, is one of the
oldest and most common of religious themes. But others, modern doctors among them, believe
that ‘maenadism’ really was mass hysteria. Maenads were always depicted with their heads
thrown back: a clinical indication, they say. In this state, people commit acts they would normally
shrink from: handling snakes, carrying fire or killing and eating raw flesh. There are other
historical instances of dances turning to near-madness. Some point out that Greek womenfolk
(respectable ones, that is) were virtual slaves to their men, and that permission to congregate for
worship in the wilds was their unique psychological release.One distinct possibility is that the
secrets of the mountain involved taking drugs other than wine. The thyrsis itself can be seen as a
symbol of drug-taking. The fennel stalk, known as a narthex, was what Greek herbalists stored
their plants in to keep them fresh. The pine cone came from a tree whose resin, fermented,
makes a powerful intoxicant (and was perhaps added to Greek wine, as unfermented resin is
today). Some maenads wore coronets woven with the seed heads of the opium poppy. And the
berries of the ivy are intoxicating even without fermentation.Winter, moreover, is the season of
mushrooms in Greece. The Indian god Soma, some of whose myths are so similar to those of
Dionysus that they must havecommon roots, produces his narcotic effect through the common
fungus Amanita muscaria, or fly agaric. The effect of fly agaric is to destroy inhibitions, lead to
powerful sexual desire, induce hallucinations and finally lead to total lethargy.Another fungus
that was readily available, and was possibly used in the maenads’ mysteries, is the parasite on
barley and other grasses known as ergot. Its psychoactive alkaloids are better known today as
LSD. We should remember that the Greeks rarely drank their wine unmixed. Even the ‘trimma’ in
the audience’s wine skins was brewed with herbs. Syrian frankincense was another ingredient
with narcotic properties. To sophisticated Greeks, at least in early times, it may be that wine
more often meant one of a range of mildly narcotic cocktails.DIONYSUS HAD A SECOND
FESTIVAL, a perfectly unmysterious one, in February when it was time to open the fermenting
jars and taste the new wine. This was the Anthesteria, the Flower Festival (from ‘anthos’, a
flower: an image wine lovers still use today in talking of the bouquet of a wine).The Anthesteria
took place at a shrine by the sea, far more ancient, they said, than the Eleutherian shrine. Water



was mixed with the new wine before it was tasted, and an actor, masked and dressed as
Dionysus, was carried up from the seaside in a boat on wheels – one of countless references to
the god’s arrival over the water from distant lands that crop up in every version of his convoluted
mythology.Drinking seems to have been the main attraction of the February festival, with
amphora parties, competitions for the greatest and longest drink, and such sideshows as who
could sit the longest on a bulging wine skin smeared with grease without falling off.The Great (or
City) Dionysia was the March meeting in Athens, based on the ancient Eleutherian cult but with
far more ancient ancestry still. Back in Babylon the spring equinox, in March, was celebrated as
the New Year. In that era the equinox coincided with the sun’s entry into the constellation of
Taurus. Bulls wereceremonially set to the plough. Babylon’s chief god, Marduk, was represented
as a bull. So, in many rites, was Dionysus.By the fifth century BC the Great Dionysia was
adapted and expanded by the government into one of the main public events of the city
calendar. It was a remarkable instance of authority bowing to popular demand. Far back into
history, the cult of Dionysus had been regarded as disreputable or worse; an excuse for the
underdogs in society, women and slaves, to kick over the traces. In the sixth century BC, this
former minority cult suddenly became a force to be reckoned with. The shrewd tyrant Pisistrates,
who ruled Athens from 546 to 527BC, recognized that the best way to control a popular
movement is to make it official. If the Dionysiacs were going to dress up and dance in the streets,
let them be organized into a popular spectacle. Thus the first of all theatres came to be built, in
the heart of Athens, to accommodate and control an ancient rite that had acquired too much
importance, and too many adherents, to be ignored.THE PLAY THAT WON THE DAY in the
competition of 404BC was a posthumous work. Its author, Euripides of Salamis, had died of old
age in exile two years before, after a long and triumphant theatrical career. His last play, entitled
The Bacchae, took one of the foreign names of the wine god, the name he was known by across
the Aegean in Lydia, and told the story of his arrival in Greece at the city of Thebes in Boeotia,
not far north of Athens.Everyone in the theatre knew the story. The lives of gods and men in
Greece were a tissue of legends, layer upon layer of them, often contradictory, usually with local
variations. The more important the god, the more versions there were of his or her adventures. It
is also certainly true that the more myths attached to a god, the older he or she was. Dionysus is
larded with legend. He was born and re-born, of different parents in different places, again and
again.His Theban legend is best known, partly because of Euripides’ play. But it is still hard to
make intelligible. His father was Zeus; his mother the mortal Semele, daughter of Cadmus the
king of Thebes. Semele, pregnant with Dionysus, dared to ask Zeus to show himself in glory.
Reluctantly, he turned on his full voltage, Semele was fried alive, but the immortal infant in her
womb was saved by Zeus, who opened his thigh and kept the foetus there until it was ready to
be born. (Soma’s story is very similar. He was born from the thigh of Indra, the Indian Zeus.)The
fate of Semele is a sort of prologue. The Bacchae starts years later when Dionysus returns to
Thebes to bring it the gift of wine. He specifically says that he brings wine from the east: on the
face of it a simple and true historical statement:From Lydia have I come and PhrygiaThe golden



landsFrom sun-drenched plains in PersiaFrom the walled cities of BaktriaFrom the dreaded land
of Media.And I have passed through the whole of happy ArabiaAnd all of Asia Minor’s
coast….He appears in disguise, an effeminate youth rather than a god. Nobody in Thebes, he
discovers, believes the story of his divine birth. Even Semele’s sisters, the mother and aunts of
the present king, Pentheus, believe she had a mere mortal lover. In god-like revenge, Dionysus
drives the women mad, or as mad as the maenads who have followed him from Lydia and are
now dancing in the hills.The first half of the play makes the audience laugh. King Pentheus
personifies indignant authority. How dare the women leave their household duties and go
gallivanting on their own? He arrests Dionysus and believes he chains him up in the bull stables.
But the god deludes him into chaining one of the bulls.Suddenly the crowd that was laughing
and drinking in the theatre is shaken by a stage earthquake. The royal palace is in ruins and
Dionysus is free. Now the mood changes. Dionysus tempts the king to go and spy on the
women, to watch ‘their obscene acts’. Only by dressing up as a woman, the god argues, can he
creep up on them. Is Pentheus deranged by lust, by anger – or by Dionysus’ teasing? Watching
the scene in which the king minces up the mountain in the equivalent of high heels, the audience
is tense. Drunk, in the brilliant sunshine, with their eyes rivetted to the unblinking masks,
strangely hypnotic, that the actors wear, they become intensely involved. We must remember
that most of them could not read, and that drama was by no means an everyday experience.
High emotions of rapture or rage come easily to such a crowd.The farce grows fiercer and more
ominous as Dionysus helps Pentheus into the topmost branches of a pine to watch the women.
Then ‘Maidens’, he cries: ‘I bring and offer up to you/the one who laughs at you/At me,/And at
my secret rites./Avenge yourselves on him.’All scenes of violent action in Greek drama happen
off-stage and are reported by a messenger. What the messenger now tells freezes the blood.
The women of Thebes, possessed by Dionysus, tear their king down from his tree, and led by
his mother, rend him limb from limb. Agaue, his mother, finally wrenches off his head. They
return to the city with no idea what they have done. Whatever effect the god has had upon their
minds, they believe they have hunted and killed a mountain lion. Agaue shows her son’s head to
her father Cadmus and tells him to nail her trophy to the palace wall.As Cadmus cries in horror,
we must believe the audience cried too. As Agaue comes to her senses the sense of desolation
is absolute. Dionysus alone remains unmoved. Gods punish men for disbelief.WHAT ARE WE
TO MAKE OF THE BACCHAE? It is one of the strangest of plays. Its poetry puts it on a level
where literal meaning may be secondary, yet myth has meaning, and Dionysus is perfectly
specific about where he comes from and why.His purpose is to bring wine to Greece. He also
brings a form of religion which threatens (and actually destroys) the state. But both are
paradoxes. Wine, described as a blessing, apparently becomes a curse. And he is presented as
a new god, while in reality he is among the oldest gods of all.It is easy to read more into the
maenads’ rites and ravings than simply the effects of wine. Euripides implies what has already
been suggested: that powerful narcotics were involved. Or we can simply interpret his meaning
as the truism that wine is a blessing in moderation, and a curse in excess. ‘Balance’ is a word



Dionysus uses. He calls himself the Happy One. What is new about the god, and perhaps the
crux of the play, is his direct relationship with wine. The old all-purpose god of growing things
has become specific to the vine – and at the moment in history when the vine had become the
economic motor of the expanding Greek empire.

the story of wine from noah to now hugh johnson the story of wine from noah to now the story of
wine hugh johnson pdf h johnson vintage the story of wine the story of soil wine the story of wine
the story of wine and roses the story of my wine the story of wine new edition the story of bobi
wine the story of wine book the story of harry wine the story of jesus turning water to wine what
is the story of noah vintage the story of wine what is the history of wine the story of 19 crimes
wine the story of the god of wine how long from noah to jesus the story of blueberry wine the
story of pomegranate wine korean vintage the story of wine pdf the history of wine in france what
is the meaning of the story of noah how long did noah stay on the boat

Wine Folly: The Essential Guide to Wine The Sommelier's Atlas of Taste: A Field Guide to the
Great Wines of Europe Inventing Wine: A New History of One of the World's Most Ancient
Pleasures: A New History of One of the World's Most Ancient Pleasures Adventures on the Wine
Route: A Wine Buyer's Tour of France (25th Anniversary Edition) The Wine Bible Wine Grapes:
A Complete Guide to 1,368 Vine Varieties, Including Their Origins and Flavours Cork Dork: A
Wine-Fueled Adventure Among the Obsessive Sommeliers, Big Bottle Hunters, and Rogue
Scientists Who Taught Me to Live for Taste The wines of Germany (The Infinite Ideas Classic
Wine Library) The Oxford Companion to Wine (Oxford Companions) The History of Wine in 100
Bottles: From Bacchus to Bordeaux and Beyond Wine Girl: The Trials and Triumphs of America's
Youngest Sommelier A Moveable Feast: The Restored Edition Wine for Normal People: A Guide
for Real People Who Like Wine, but Not the Snobbery That Goes with It Wines Of The French
Alps: Savoie, Bugey and beyond with local food and travel tips Wine Marketing and Sales, Third
Edition: Success Strategies for a Saturated Market Cold Tuscan Stone (Rick Montoya Italian
Mysteries Book 1) Beyond Flavour: The Indispensable Handbook to Blind Wine Tasting Côte
d'Or: The wines and winemakers of the heart of Burgundy (The Infinite Ideas Classic Wine
Library) Flawless: Understanding Faults in Wine Wine Simple: A Totally Approachable Guide
from a World-Class Sommelier Secrets of the Sommeliers: How to Think and Drink Like the
World's Top Wine Professionals The New Wine Rules: A Genuinely Helpful Guide to Everything
You Need to Know Decoding French Wine: A Beginner’s Guide to Enjoying the Fruits of the
French Terroir 2021 Certified Specialist of Wine Study Guide

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/bBxVp/The-Story-of-Wine-From-Noah-to-Now-Hugh-Johnson


Ebook Library Reader, “I loved it!. As a history buff and a wine nerd, I truly enjoyed reading this
book. It gives you the history of wine from Noah to now.”

Roonster, “An absorbing read in a smartly presented edition. I bought my first Hugh Johnson
book on wine in 1983 (his Wine Companion) when he was already the most prominent author on
the subject, and it still forms a fundamental work in my wine library . Astonishing to think he is
still publishing almost 40 years later (and 54 years since his first book). His recently added
preface to this enduring work is therefore an illuminating insight on the current views of someone
who has written authoritatively over such a long period - I was particularly interested in his
comments on scoring wine by way of points. The main content of the book is very readable, in
the form of informative stories rather than a pure reference work. His description of the scourge
of phylloxera, and how it upended the French wine industry, is particularly graphic and his
warnings of potential resurgence have fresh pertinence in these days of a precipitous pandemic.
This new edition of a classic is beautifully presented and, although categorised as a paperback,
it has a quality feel and highly suitable as a gift.”

PM, “Hugh's book is an absolute joy!. It is compelling, interesting, funny and illuminating. A great
read for all wine lovers out there.”

Phil Lecomber, “And what a fascinating story it is!. This is a fascinating book, both
comprehensive and written with real passion by a master of the subject. It is both a history of the
noble tipple and an adventure story through the ages. I think it would make a great Christmas
present for both the seasoned oenophile and amateur winebibber alike.”

PETER, “Personal reading. Top class easy to read and very entertaining”

The book by Hugh Johnson has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 42 people have provided feedback.
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