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Greetings! As some of you might know, I’m fortunate
to live in the heart of Australia’s premier winemaking
region: the Barossa Valley. As such, I thought it about
time I wrote an article on medieval winemaking. So,

anyone fancy a tipple?

A6 - thleys moment¥gin: the
Barossa Valley, the vines are green
and are covered with health clusters
of grapes. The weather has been
so good that vineyards are already
harvesting some varieties of white
grapes; a good couple of months
ahead of schedule. But before we
delve into medieval winemaking,
some wine-related trivia for you. For
thousands of years, our ancestors saw
the transformation of grape juice into
wine as an unknowable and magical
transformation. This, and the fact that
wine has long established credentials
as a medicinal and antiseptic, elevated
it to something that came from the
Gods themselves.! Drinking it was
supposed to being one closer to one’s
God/Gods; to be able to commune
with them. This is still reflected in the
use of wine as part of the Communion
Mass, where it spans the gap between
the heavenly and the earthbound; the
immortal and the mortal. Remember
that next time you partake of the the
blood and body of Christ; you are

1 https://theinquisitivevintner.wordpress.
com/2014/09/22/ancient-wines-not-very-tasty-but-
full-of-meaning/

in effect continuing a practice that
spans from pagan belief to modern
Christianity.

All we need do is simply pick,
crush, cork and rack, right? Wrong.
The most significant variable is
the one winemakers since time
immemorial haven’t been able to
control: Mother Nature herself. So if
modern vintners still have to prepare
for whatever nature throws at them,
how did medieval winemakers cope?

Turning grapes into wine has never
been a simple task. No frosts during
the early stages of growth; rainfall at
the right times and low humidity are
all needed to grow fat, juicy grapes.
Too much humidity and you run the
risk of downy mildew (Plasmopara
viticola) infecting and ruining the
developing grapes. Ironically, higher
levels of humidity are needed if you
want to develop ‘noble rot’ (Botrytis
cinerea) to create sweet and sticky
dessert wines. Of course, this
says nothing of the back-breaking
physical labour of tending the vines.
Nor scaring the birds away from the
developing fruit - I’ve just discovered
the local blackbirds and sparrows

LEFT: Grapes from my vine - the ones the birds didn’t get.



raiding my own vines :-(. So much
is left to chance that medieval
winemakers must have torn their hair
out at times!

Providing your grapes haven’t
been ravaged by the local wildlife or
microbiological flora, the next step
down the long road to something
drinkable (maybe) 1s harvesting.
From personal experience, harvesting
is best done in the hours immediately
before dawn and definitely before
midday. While [ may be making
the invalid assumption that this has
always been the case, I’ll stick with
what [ can personally vouch for.

After harvesting comes crushing,
and please, make sure your feet
are clean - only one type of yeast
is wanted! While researching this
article, the jury appears to be out on
the subject of feet vs basket press
vs on-skin fermentation. Typically,
freshly harvested grapes (and bits of
grapevine) were emptied into a large
barrel, and a couple of lucky serfs
spent hours happily squashing grapes.
The Romans invented technology
using mechanical pressure to crush
grapes into juice. This developed
into the basket press (think a barrel
with a disk-shaped weight to press
the juice of the grapes out and
between the staves). The basket
press still remains a popular method
of pressing grapes. I guess whether
or not the typical medieval vintner
used a basket press depended on how
rich he or his master was. On-skin

fermentation involved (and still does)
simply leaving the grapes and their
juice in a cask. In modern terms, it is
done to allow the colour of the grape
variety (usually red) to infuse into
the juice. Remember that not all red
grapes produce red wine!

Regardless of how you extracted
the juice from the grapes, it was
then poured into barrels and placed
in storage; usually in a place where
the ambient temperature didn’t vary
much, e.g. a monastic cellar. But
without preservatives or similar
things, there was no guarantee that
you’d end up with anything drinkable.
And as the grapes weren’t washed
before crushing, who knows which
varieties of yeast were on the skins?

The burning question is, of course,
other than getting as drunk as a lord,
how did early wine taste? In all
honesty, probably pretty bad. The
cynic in me says that so long as the
alcohol content was high enough,
no one probably really cared - until
the morning after the night before. If
you’ve ever sampled Greek Retsina
(a wine to which pine resin has been
added as a preservative), you’ve
probably come close to tasting what
our forebears had. I once watched a
documentary which recommended
the addition of water (including
seawater), spices, sugars of lead,
and other additives to fresh grape
juice for a truly ‘authentic’ medieval
drop. Needless to say, the presenter’s
expression was priceless (he was a




professor of archaeology, and he did
leave the sugars of led out - thankfully
- having substituted cane sugar). If
the additives weren’t bad enough,
olive oil was frequently be poured
on top of the wine as a preservative
before sealing the amphora/urn/cask/
bottle.? I don’t know about you, but
questionable wine with a layer of
olive oil floating on top doesn’t do
it for me. In terms of wine from the
Tudor era, we’re lucky enough to
have a couple of examples still left to
us, the 1472 Strasbourg Wine Barrel
(the contents of which was sampled
as recently as 2014), and 1650
bottle of Tokay from royal cellars of

2 https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/worlds-
oldest-wine-speyer-bottle, Gastro Obscura,
January 2018

Augustus II.> An image purportedly of
a bottle of the 1472 Strasbourg white
wine appeared in my Instagram feed
of an Austrian wine a few days ago
(see perlesmedievales on Instagram
if interested), giving the following
description of the barrel/bottle’s
contents: “This wine was analysed
and tasted in 1994 by an oenological
laboratory. Despite its age, it presents
“a very beautiful, very amber dress,
a powerful nose, very fine, very
complex, flavours reminiscing
vanilla, honey, wax camphor, thin
spices, hazelnut and the fruit liquor.” |
somehow doubt this would have been
one that ended up in the taster’s spit
bucket!

3 https://www.oldest.org/food/wines/.
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