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Foreword:
Tom’s Take on Wine

I’m not a geek. I’m not a collector. I’m not a critic. I’m an enjoyer. I hope I can inspire you to be the same. It’s the best and, I feel, the most authentic approach to this ridiculously lovely stuff called wine.

That said, I’ve amassed a fair amount of knowledge about wine over the years, both through formal study and, more importantly, from well over a decade of total commitment to ‘getting stuck in’ with a voracity and passion that, I’m led to believe, is both unusual and, at times, life-threatening. It’s my career and my hobby. In so many ways, it is my life.

Without realising it at the time, this book has been two decades in the making. It was only a year in the writing, though, and I enjoyed every minute of it. My journey into wine, from working in the pubs, bars and restaurants of Sussex, Suffolk and London since the age of fourteen, has given me a relatively practical and pragmatic approach to it. And I didn’t inherit a love or knowledge of wine. Quite the opposite. It wasn’t on my radar at all. I found beer first, then whisky. Wine found me in miniscule sample after miniscule sample on busy dining-room floors. It found me in the dregs of iconic bottles left after service by generous diners keen to share their experience. We shared them as a team in suddenly silent dining rooms at 1a.m., with a Heineken in the other hand. Then we went to Café Boheme and drank pitchers of lager and smoky Laphroaig chasers until the sun came up over Soho.

Those outrageous nights are largely behind me. I’m pretty sensible now. I am a genuine and true devotee of the ‘drink less, drink better’ mantra. Apart from the occasional blip, when I find myself away from parental responsibility and get a little over excited. Alcohol, at its best, is a phenomenal social lubricant; a catalyst for building communities, relationships, whole cultures. Fermentation preserves the natural flavours of grapes grown in a specific location. Wine is, therefore, a transportive drink, a window to a specific place and time, both the natural elements and the human culture, preserved like a bug in amber.

The future of alcohol in an increasingly health-conscious modern society depends on us getting to grips with alcohol as an elevator of already-great experiences. It is a drink that brings us closer to people and places in every corner of the world. The focus should be on having a quality experience. That’s where we’re all heading sooner or later.

The snag here is that the vast majority of us find the idea of wine overwhelming. There is a pervading sense that good wine is an intellectual pursuit for the initiated few. We feel anxiety about picking the ‘wrong’ wine. Beer doesn’t have this issue. We enjoy the exploration of new beers. We may or may not remember the name of the brewer. We probably don’t even try. We’re there for pure enjoyment, not concerned with cataloguing the details.

I need you to get to this place with wine, too. Being in the moment. Enjoying the experience. Embracing the complexity. Leaving your imposter syndrome at the door. To do this, a little knowledge helps. That’s where this book comes in; it’s the useful stuff I have learnt while working and playing in wine. A modern, practical 101 guide to get you feeling comfy and enjoying wine with the pure-joy and abandon both you and it deserve.

This book is my attempt to articulate the learnings, both factual and emotional, I’ve gained over the years. I want it to be genuinely beneficial to help you get ‘into’ wine. I want you to become comfortable, to feel as if you have every reason and right to drink wine and swirl it about aloofly in any company you care to keep. Be louche. Be loose.

What it isn’t is an exhaustive list of facts to prepare you for a wine exam. There are many great, highly geeky wine books with specialisms on specific regions, winemaking, the works. I love them. You will, too. Let this be your gateway into those, but this is not that.

This book will set you up with a thorough understanding of the core principles that make wine ‘wine’. It is everything you need to know to enjoy the drinking of it and enjoy making conscious choices about it. It will give you the grounding to hold your own when ‘wine chat’ erupts. Stepping into a wine shop or being handed the wine list will become an opportunity, not a challenge. You will have the framework of understanding, appreciation of the nuances, and know the right questions to ask to get the best from every wine-drinking scenario.

I hope it lights a fire for you, igniting an enthusiastic and emotionally connected relationship with the good stuff that lasts a lifetime. You can’t win wine. No one’s right or wrong about it. There are very few ways to fuck this up, really. So, stay loose, Pickle.

On that note, let’s get into it. It starts with a relatively chunky paragraph or two about yeast. It was a surprise to me, too, to be honest. Bear with me – we’re making good headway now.
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