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In the vineyard

The principle is simple enough: fully ripe, quality grapes plus intelligent

winemaking equal good wine. Of course it's more complicated than that,

but as a basic equation this is a useful generalisation.

Il is impossible 10 make good wine withoul
good ingredients in the lirst place. And then,
however good your ingredients and your
equipment, without common sense and a good
palate* as guides, it is casy 10 make a mess ol
the winemaking recipe. The parallels with
cookery, and gardening, are numerous. The
grape variety and the ¢limate in which it is
grown are the two seminal influences on the
final style and quality potential of the wine.

Grape variety

The choice of grape variety will depend

on what type of wine you have in mind and,
more importantly, how it will flourish in the
vineyard ar your disposal. Of the vwo, the latter
is the more important initial consideration

because il your grapes won't ripen in the lirst
} Kraj

place, you can lorget about the nicetics of
style, Different varieties, like any plant, have
different requirements and some are choosier

than others.

Climate

Where your vineyard is situated matters more
than the specific site or the type of soil, for
this will govern the three crucial variables of
temperature, water and light, All three are
essential, in moderation,

Sunshine is the primary requisite for the
photosynthesis which produces the grape's
sugar, It works muost efficiently, as does the
general ripening ol the grape, when the
temperature is warm but not excessive,
somewhere between 15 and 30°C (60-857F).

The vine can no more survive without
water than you or [, and inadequate water
inhibits photosynthesis and the whole Apening
process. Too much water, on the other hand,
tends 1o produce oversized grapes and/or
excess vegetation, both of which result in

unripe or dilute flavours.

Site

A wide range of vineyard sites produce good
wine all round the world. Pronounced gradients
or the direction in which the vineyard {aces

(aspect) are of special signilicance only where

they are needed 10 moderate extremes of weather

and climate. Slopes make lor good drainage
ahter heavy rainfall and provide a slipway 1o
lower groumd lor frosty air. A slope, aling with
a sun-grabbing aspect. concentrates the limited
sunshine in marginal climates, whereas in hot
climates, high altitude and/or a slope facing

away from the sun can temper the heat.

Soil
Even if our palates appear to taste mineral o1
earthy impressions* in many wines {and they
do), there is no scientifically proven correlation
between particular suils and specific tastes,
Whar science has shown is that the most
important role of soil is in ensuring a constant,
but net excessive, supply of water to the vine,
as well as adequate air circulation for the root
system, Both of these depend much more on
soil structure than on its chemical constituents,
Ideal sails [or wine are also low in lertility,
so that the vine doesn't grow oo vigorously®.
Where specilic soil types* seem important, they
are discussed in connection with the relevant
grape varietices,

Viticulture

Good winemakers will know their grapes and
vineyard intimately, They will literally have
their footprint in the soil. And they will 1ell
you, as will any gardener, that every year is
different in the vineyard. If there are general
principles, there are no precise lormulas. The

goal, though, is always the same: ripe, healthy

pes al harvest time. In addition 1o keeping

the vine and its fruit discase-free, the main
challenge is in ‘managing’ the leal canopy,

ensuring a balanced vine that will rpen the
Iruir as required.

A balanced vine

This refers to an ideal arca of leaves exposed
to the sun 1o provide sufficient sugar [or

the weight of fruit on the vine. In poor,
low-lertility soils — those with an abundance
of stone, gravel, rock, slate — the vine's
natural vigour is contrelled so that not oo
much elfort need be expended on s training
ar management, and its leal to fruit balance
is relatively easily achieved,

This is the case with most European
vineyards. But given hall a chance, in so-
called “vigorous', fertile soils (much of the
New World), the vine will put all its energy
into producing abundant greenery. This results
in oo much shade within the canopy. Many
leaves then don't photosynthesise clliciently.
The new shoot tips, especially, compete for
the vine's sugars, and the grapes don’t ripen
properly, leading o thin, green, herbaceous
andd peppery characteristics in the wine,

Immming the vegetation olien simiply
encourages it, so the solution lies in
numerous different [orms of training the
vine to achieve the right balance. Too much
fruit {from insufficient spring pruning)
can have the same unripe Lunsequences:
there simply isn’ cnough sugar to go round!
(See photographs and captions p38-9.)
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the grape

when is a grape ripe? From a biological or physiological point of view,

it might be considered ripe when its pips can reproduce the plant,

or when its sugar content is at a maximum. The winemaker’s viewpoint,

however, is not quite the same.

Ripeness

From a winemaking point of view, ripencss

{ie when you want 1o pick) is when sugar, acid,
skin colour, laveur and tannin are all at the
ideal level for the type of wine you wani

to make. This is difficult to define in theory,
even maore so in practice.

Theoretically the “ideal” occurs when
these impartant parameters all coincide al
their optimum level, But if sugar and acid
levels are relatively easy 1o measure
scientifically, lavour and tannin ripeness are
not; indeed, sampling the grape is probably
the best way ol deciding whether these are
‘ready’. In practice the grape's ripening

pattern dillers according to the climate.

location, annual weather patern, and even

varies within bunches of the same grape.
More mundane realities may also be ai

least as pressing in deciding when o pick:

Are the heavens threatening to open? Have

v got all the pickers you need? Or il you

own part share in an expensive mechanical

harvester, is i1 your week to use it? The timing

will be a compromise, more olten than not,

Yield

Yield expresses the volume of wine which
results from a given weight of grapes, or from
the grapes harvested on a given area ol land,
This depends on numerous lactors such as
grape variety, pruning, vine age, weather
conditions, irmigation, and economics,

The oversimplificd wisdom is that the
lower the yield, the better the quality of the
wine. And as vields can be ‘managed’ 1o
a large extent, espedally by pruning methods
and irrigation, how much wine 1o make is
usually a calculated compromise between
demands af the botom line (more wine,
blander taste, greater income) and guality
conskderations {less wine, more intense
flavours, but lewer bottles).

The correlation between quantity and
quality is a delinite but by no means a direct
one. White wines are less aflected than reds
because the grape’s skin is not used during
vinification. whereas the proportion of skin

o juice clearly matters in red winemaking,

Very high yields retard ripening and certainly
dilure flavours in all grapes, but very low
yiclds, especially for red wines, probably end

up olfering diminishing quality returns.

Sugar

Sugar, in the form of glucose and Fructose

in roughly equal propartions, accumulates
continually as the grape ripens. s rate of increase
15 accelerated above all by high temperatures, and
retarded by a heavy crop ol [ruit, excess vegetation
competing lor sugar, poor photosynthesis as a
consequence of cloud cover, and either very
low or excessively high wemperatures, As the
pringipal source of alcohol, or of swectness in
sweel wines, it is the most important measure
of ripeness, but certainly not the only one.
sugar ripeness is not necessarily overall ripeness,
Take two extreme, bul not unusual, examples:
Hot New World climate, red grapes:

the grapes can be sugar ripe. already past

the optimum acid level, yer with their ideal
Havour and tannin ripeness sill lagging behind,
Waiting lor the tannins to mature {a longer
‘hang time’) will improve the flavour, but

cntail the disadvantages ol yet lower acid,
which can be corrected later, and higher

alcahol, which cannot. Result; potent,
Havoursome wine after some acid bolstering.
Cool New World climate, white grapes:
with plenty of sunshine, white grapes can be
sugar ripe and Havour ripe, but still with oo
much acdity (cool temperatures, cold nights),
Waiting lor the acidity to fall will also mean
lowing the sugar to go on rising. Result: wine
with both high alcohol and, sill, a relatively
high acidity teven after malolactic lermentation),
both hot and hard on the mouth,

These ripening problems can be evened o
liva large extent by experimentation with grape
varweties, training methods and canopy
anagement, but you anly get one attemp
i year so the solutions don't appear overnighi.
I much of northern Europe, insufficient sugar
(olien as a result of greedy yields and therefore
barely ripe grapes m harvest time) can be

corrected by chapialisation (see ppdd=5).

One of the advantages of these variations
is, of course, the diversity of styles on oler,
but good balance remains good balance
whatever the style. As a consequence of
perceived critical and public taste {and
possibly global warming?) there has been
a definite 1wendency in the recent past 1o aim
lor later picking, so as to get dper (ruit, and,
willy-nilly, higher alcohol. This has been
facilitated by vineyards that are healthicr
on the whaole, and by many of the new vine
clones which ripen rapidly and early. But
whilst some wines wear their high alcohol
well, T leel that a greater proportion are
uncomloriable with i,

For most 1able wines, a well-balanced
12.5-13% alcohol is an easier drink (if no
a more mmpressive taste) than 13,5-14%.,
Indeed one of the major challenges for hot-
climate viticulture now appears to be how to
get grape flavonrs ripe at somewhat lower sl

levels (see also cultured yeas) caption p49).
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