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  PREFACE


  Why We Drink & Why This Book
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  ASKED WHETHER HE believed in God, Frank Sinatra once answered, “I’m for anything that gets you through the night, be it prayer, tranquilizers, or a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.”1


  If we see the night as the refuge of the sinister, the seat of the invisible and unknown, the time when we are exposed to fears and reservations without distractions, then it quickly becomes apparent why alcohol, despite all its inherent dangers, still hasn’t bowed out of our culture. With the onset of dusk the seductive call for drinks becomes louder. For centuries there has been a battle between the do’s and don’ts, between purging and purgatory. It remains a draw. Euphoria and intoxication demand their price. Headaches the day after, swollen livers or actual addictions threaten, and still we are unable to keep our hands off alcohol.


  It soothes our doubts and releases us from the merciless passage of time. In the happy, ecstatic realms of intoxication neither clocks nor worries play a role. As euphoric versions of ourselves we land unconditionally in the here and now. Past and future are blanked out. Thoughts flow freely.


  Ancient Greece knew the symposium, a ritualized form of wining and dining, binding excessive wine drinking with witty reflection on specific topics. Herodotus told us that the ancient Persians usually spoke about important matters in a state of intoxication and reassessed them the next day when sober. Vice versa, decisions made when sober were retested in a drunken state. This initial, pretty sensible-sounding use of alcohol increasingly fell into disuse in subsequent millennia.


  Places of cultivated drinking are on the precipice of excess. But a venerable gastronomic provision that the Americans introduced to Europe at the World’s Fair in 1889 pointed to a way out of this dilemma. At the foot of the newly erected Eiffel Tower they presented in the American bar both a completely new handling of mixed alcohols and a new gastronomical concept that moved away from the rigid seating plans of restaurants and enabled the free choice of variable conversation partners. Up until that time, the ladies were expected to amuse themselves after dinner while the men withdrew to the library for a cherished cigar. Now, with the American bar, there was even room for women and communication between the sexes. It probably wasn’t the last time that alcohol was the fuel of social progress, although it can’t be denied that it has also often acted as brake fluid.


  The bar is actually nothing more than the workplace of the barkeeper, but in this new concept of the taproom the bar was, on the one hand, a boundary separating the guest from the bar staff and the spirits, and, on the other, the hub and eponymous trademark of this gastronomical novelty. The barkeeper, now in focus, advanced to master of ceremonies. A barkeeper is, if required, comforter, friend, and accomplice, yet also someone of authority who has to tell some guests that enough is enough for one evening.


  SEPTEMBER 25, 2001. Berlin. Taxis, taxis, a never-ending stream of taxis deposited elegantly dressed clients on the rain-glistening pavement outside 102 Potsdamer Strasse. Onlookers gawped. Discreet makeup, real jewelry, and suits and ties were not usually part of the scenery here.


  Pickpockets sought out their prey, as did the ladies of the oldest profession, who despite the harsh weather conditions were still showing plenty of skin between their boots and Day-Glo hot pants. The tea in glasses in the Turkish cafés grew cold and the horseracing on the monitors of the nearby betting shops went unnoticed. The sign of the fast-food kiosk next door, a tap-dancing sausage, laughed deliriously and unswervingly at the newcomers to the local nightlife.


  Everybody warned us. Potsdamer Strasse was not the place for an aspiring upmarket bar. But it was here of all places that we found the rooms we had sought for so long: more generously proportioned than most bars, with high walls offering space for our art collection. We stripped the rooms down to the core, designed wallpaper and hired artists to make murals, and had furniture and panels made by craftsmen. Wood and leather made an entrance. And our wonderful guests? Not letting the sinister surroundings bother them, they ignored the prophets of doom and followed their trusted barkeepers.


  It was an address with tradition. Less than a century ago, Berlin, the Moloch, the voracious beast, had caused the disappearance of numerous poor souls behind the gleaming teeth of its delights.


  At the beginning of the twentieth century, Potsdamer Strasse was a pulsating arc connecting the old imperial Berlin behind the Brandenburg Gate to the newly built areas of the aspiring West. They began at Potsdamer Platz, site of the luxurious Hotel Aldon with the first proper cocktail bar in Berlin; next door was the bizarre stronghold of Berlin entertainment, the gigantic building of the Haus Vaterland with room for up to three thousand guests. It accommodated nine themed restaurants, including a Japanese tearoom, a Turkish café, and a Wild West bar with a black cowboy as barkeeper who came to Berlin as the son of an African chieftain, fell in love, and stayed. But that is another story. The main attraction was the Rheinterrassen (the Rhine terraces). The huge hall was bordered by a semicircular backdrop depicting a Rhine landscape complete with the ruins of a castle perched on the cliffs of Loreley. On the hour the backdrop became darker and a storm brewed with simulated thunder and lightning and “real” raindrops, followed by illuminations of the sun’s return. Tables nearest the backdrop had to be protected from the splattering rainfall by glass panels.


  In Potsdamer side streets, popular bars frequented by homosexuals had become established in the 1920s. At night, men minced around in high heels and evening dresses, feather boas fluttering from muscular shoulders. Marlene Dietrich found the inspiration for later film costumes at the Eldorado. The pink chapeau claque (opera hat) that she wore in The Blue Angel originally belonged to the cloakroom attendant at this red-velvet bar who, naturally, was a man dressed up as a woman in a man’s clothes. In turn, tuxedos and bow ties were the preferred attire of the many women dressed as garçons who frequented this, in many ways, confusing bar.


  About half a mile down Potsdamer Strasse was another Berlin institution: the Sportpalast, which could seat up to ten thousand people for major events. The ice rink made ice hockey popular in Germany, and the poet and playwright Bertolt Brecht watched the boxer Max Schmeling knock out his opponent.


  Once a year the city held Sechstagerennen (six-day racing), the poor in the cheap seats below the roof and the rich gathered in grandstand boxes at the side of the racetrack. Those who wished to be seen chose one of the standing places inside the track. For six days, twenty-four hours a day, people ate and above all drank while the bike riders completed their circuits in all the hurly-burly.


  The Sportpalast was also used as a major political arena. The workers’ leader Ernst Thälmann spoke there at the Communist congress; Adolf Hitler found there the monumental framework for his bellowed diatribes; and Joseph Goebbels, his minister of propaganda, encouraged “total war” there.


  Hitler’s seizure of power marked the end of the pulsating nightlife in the New West, and bombs did the rest. In 1945 Potsdamer Platz and its pleasure domes lay in ruins. Years of occupation by the Allies, which limited nightlife to the officers’ mess, were followed in 1962 by the event that would finally put Potsdamer Strasse to sleep for decades. Overnight Potsdamer Strasse was divided abruptly by a twelve-foot-high wall of concrete and barbed wire. With the erection of the Berlin Wall, West Berlin was an island surrounded by the grey seas of East German socialism.


  The Sportpalast was provisionally reconstructed, and gigs by the Beach Boys, Jimi Hendrix, and Deep Purple ensured that the enclosed citizens felt that they belonged to the Western world, but large numbers of people seeking entertainment were missing. The building was not economically viable and was finally demolished in 1973.


  Student riots shook the isolated city; those who could, abandoned le bateau ivre (the drunken boat). Squatters rescued some run-down buildings from complete ruin, opening bars in Potsdamer Strasse. The soundtrack of the street was now punk.


  At Haus Nr. 96, a few musicians managed to turn an abandoned movie theater into a concert venue, the Quartier Latin, attracting acts like John Cale and The Cramps to play there, but that all came to an end in 1989.


  Suddenly, as quickly as it had appeared, the Berlin Wall fell. Nightlife began moving in the opposite direction towards the eastern part of the city. House and techno clubs sprouted in the cellars and halls of the decaying industrial architecture of the former socialist half of the city. Musically, Berlin was becoming Germany’s Detroit.


  Potsdamer Platz sprang up from nothing on a site that in the meantime had become a green field. Grand Hyatt and Ritz Carlton opened branches. The Berlin Film Festival moved to newly opened movie theaters there.


  When the Victoria Bar opened in 2001, the glamour had not moved particularly far down the south side of the street. Only the arrival of a number of aspiring Berlin galleries signaled the slow awakening of the area. Empty sites were filled with owner-occupied apartments, and families began to move in. A fresh wind blew through the street. The transformations boded well.


  Regardless of all that was happening outside its doors, the Victoria Bar served its renowned, precisely measured cocktail creations to new and old guests—actors, artists and their collectors, the brass section of the Berlin Philharmonic, the artistes from the neighboring Wintergarten Varieté (Wintergarten Variety Theatre) who sometimes conjured up coins from the ears of astonished attorneys at the bar. Sometimes a politician would saunter in, not to mention the large group from various branches of the medical profession with an affinity to alcohol. During the Berlinale (Berlin International Film Festival), the bar is flooded by movie buffs from all over the world, and from time to time we cater for top-ranked premiere parties.


  SHORTLY AFTER OPENING, we—that is, the manager of the Victoria Bar, Stefan Weber; his associate Kerstin Ehmer; barkeeper Gonçalo de Sousa Monteiro, who in the meantime has set up his own business with the Buck and Breck; and, the soul of the business, barkeeper Beate Hindermann—began tracing the history of alcohol. On closer inspection of the development of our most common spirits, expanded by the eventful five-hundred-year history of champagne, we were astonished by the tight link of political and economic processes to the shaping of individual spirits. Every shift in power, every war, every technical innovation left an impression on the appearance and taste of alcohol brands up to their present state. New markets were found, old ones collapsed, exotic ingredients were discovered in far-flung corners of the world, vineyards and factories burst into flames only to rise up again, and tax on alcohol made some wars possible while also financing schools and railways. Politicians, generals, writers, musicians, and actors found inspiration and downfall.


  The results of our research were poured into the School of Sophisticated Drinking. On a cold and foggy November day in 2003, flanked by a set menu of five cocktails, we held the first lecture in the now-legendary series in the Victoria Bar.


  AS DURING THE liquid part of the lecture some of the knowledge imparted was blurry by the next morning, there was a need for a work that would make the collected knowledge accessible at home. So we settled down and edited and expanded the lecture material into its present form.


  Every time the long bar is full of new students, each drinking the same drink and toasting a long-gone historical figure, it is still an impressive picture. Five cocktails, even for a well-trained student, is quite a serious challenge—the subject matter is too. During the final assessment, some people begin to flounder. Often a neighbor will help out, even if the teaching staff do not really approve. A chapter of The School of Sophisticated Drinking links people and, through their exertions to acquire knowledge, turns strangers into friends.


  We highly recommend an appropriate drink to accompany the reading matter. One or, at the very most, two. Then stop, sleep, and on with the next chapter tomorrow.


  Cheers, prost, skol, salud, na sdarówje, and à votre santé!


  KERSTIN EHMER AND BEATE HINDERMANN



  FOREWORD
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  WHY DO WE drink? Well, we drink for joy! To see the stars, celebrate life, and laugh. We also drink to grieve, forget, and forgive. To find a smile or maybe a friend, and sometimes to get through the day (or toast the end of one). We drink to birth and to death, for love, and yes, even just to burn off some steam or bitch and complain. We have so many reasons and excuses to have a drink—and if we don’t, just wait five minutes, we can probably come up with one.


  Drinking is cultural, political, and religious; it’s also different for each and every one of us, even if we often do it together and in the exact same way. Some drinking traditions are handed down to us, taught by family and friends or bestowed upon us by coworkers. The most sacred ones are generally those we feel we created personally, however we chose to go about it. Those are the ones worth learning, the ones worth reading about.


  I found some of my own traditions in Germany. Like many foreigners, I began my very first trip in Munich, a city made famous by Oktoberfest. People come for the beer, they stay for the parties, and I can’t believe they make it home in one piece. And yet they return again, year after year after year. It’s not the best example of cultured German drinking, but it is a significant one. Berlin is not Munich; they may be brotherly cities, but they were separated at birth and have grown up to be polar opposites. I last traveled to Berlin several years ago while making a science documentary, and when we weren’t working, we played the way the Berliners do. Berlin is Germany’s cool kid. You go out during the day in Munich. You go out all night in Berlin!


  There’s so much to love about Berlin, and if you do your research right, you should find yourself on the Potsdamer Strasse where the vibe is as hip as any you’ve felt anywhere. And if you’re lucky enough, you’ll pull up a stool at the bar or collapse into a comfortable leather sofa in the modern trappings of the Victoria Bar, home to Die Schule der Trunkenheit, which translates as The School of Drunkenness—or as we in the industry would rather think of it, The School of Sophisticated Drinking.


  Most people didn’t like school. I often pretended to be sick to miss a test or skip the class of a particular teacher who was mean to me, or I’d procure a note to leave early, avoiding a bully who was causing me grief. But “school” is not really what The School of Sophisticated Drinking is all about. Imagine a school that you like, a school where you can drink... that’s my kind of place. That’s what Kerstin Ehmer and Beate Hindermann dreamed up for their legendary lecture series on alcohol’s storied origins, first hosted at the Victoria Bar and now published as a book.


  In these pages, you’ll absorb a delicious curriculum of libational learning. As each semester opens, your realm of study moves on to a different tipple. You start off easy in the first semester, with brandy, and by the seventh semester, you’re popping the cork off a bottle of champagne. Along the way you’ll immerse yourself in the scholarly study of our favorite beverages; reading about historical boozehounds ranging from Hemingway to the Queen Mum, you’ll realize that this school has some important alumni.


  We all could spend a semester or two at The School of Sophisticated Drinking. I like to think I graduated with Honors and may even return someday to complete my Masters: an excuse to drink, if there ever was one.


  Cheers und prosit!


  KEVIN BRAUCH, celebrity bartender, host of The Thirsty Traveler, and floor reporter on Iron Chef America
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  First Semester


  BRANDY
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  Willy Brandt and the High Art of Diplomatic Drinking


  OCTOBER 12, 1965. Early evening. A black Mercedes approached Checkpoint Charlie. In the back seat was the mayor of West Berlin, Willy Brandt, and his wife, Rut. The car passed the control point unhindered and glided through the dark streets beyond the wall.


  They hadn’t visited the eastern section of the city for years, and silently they let the cityscape pass by. The air smelled of burned brown coal, and the street lighting was dim. In the facades of the soot-blackened buildings they could still see the bullet holes from the final battle for the capital of the German Reich. The huge edifice of the Russian embassy, in Unter den Linden, the only illuminated building, loomed surreally, looking like a stranded ocean liner. The first visit to the archenemy.


  The Allies had been informed; the German government, too. West Berlin had disappeared behind the wall five years earlier, and in its shadows the war still seemed unfinished. But the Russian ambassador, Pyotr Abrassimov, had invited the Brandts, and they had accepted. Brandt was hoping to improve the situation for his part of the divided city, which was suffering from isolation.


  Brandt was familiar with the drinking habits of the Russians and had fortified himself with a tin of sardines in oil beforehand. In the lavish dining hall decked with red silk wall hangings, the tables groaned under the weight of caviar, eggs, minced meats, trout, and stuffed veal roulades. The charming and convivial cellist, Mstislav Rostropovich, had been invited to loosen the tense atmosphere, and he did his best. By the time Brandt requested switching from vodka to cognac, the mayor and ambassador were on first-name terms. The ladies withdrew to be entertained by a film about Russian traditions and landscapes, and the gentlemen began to find a way to talk over glasses of cognac. The politics of cautiously getting to know each other had begun.


  Twenty-four years and many empty bottles later, the wall was gone. In the form of Willy Brandt, time had found the hard-drinking character it needed to establish trust between the former enemies in the East and the new, democratic Germany. Some reservations, some bad memories were literally drunk under the table. Brandt loved his alcohol, preferably alcohol that had been distilled from wine—hence his nickname “Weinbrand Willy” (Brandy Willy). “Can he drink!” Henry Kissinger was said to have exclaimed, somewhat concerned, on meeting him years later as chancellor of the Federal Republic. He also loved his women. But it was precisely these obvious weaknesses, vulnerabilities, and contradictions that endowed him with credibility and made him one of the most popular politicians of subsequent decades. After his resignation in 1974 he was asked about his plans in an interview, and he replied that now, at last, he could drink his brandy in peace. A former TV repairman shared the plausible story that Brandt used to give away bottles of Rüdesheim brandy to delivery and tradesmen at Christmas so that others could share his pleasure, along the lines of “it’s done me so much good...”


  Brandy and the Economic Miracle


  IN THE LAND of the “Economic Miracle” a bottle of brandy on the kidney-shaped coffee table was a symbol of affluence. First and foremost, drinks, like meals, had to be nourishing. EGGNOGS went through a renaissance. It was almost an outrage, after all the privations, to waste a whole egg on a drink. In 1957 the RÜDESHEIM COFFEE arrived, a specialty combining Asbach Uralt brandy and a strong coffee. With the addition of sugar and cream sweetened with vanilla sugar and a sprinkling of chocolate chips, it was certainly not a pleasure low on calories. The health-promoting properties of brandy were also touted; a warm brandy and an aspirin served as an effective home remedy for a cold.


  In 1943 under the Nazi regime, brandy vanished from shelves. Allied air raids in the Rhine-Main region had also hit the brandy distilleries. The distillery of Hugo Asbach in Rüdesheim was destroyed by American bombers. What strict legislation couldn’t achieve in America had unintentionally become reality: after war and Nazi terror, Germany had become the driest country in Europe. The Germans, unwittingly, had become a nation of teetotalers.


  In these times of emergency a drink became popular in the Rhine Valley; its name, knolli-brandy, was the only connection to the original spirit. Farmers distilled the appalling but effective hooch from sugar beet; Maria Halkin, mother to a Victoria Bar barkeeper, who lived through the times, claimed the drink made people blind. With the associated impaired vision, men failed to find their way home, and if somehow they did succeed, their wives failed to recognize them in this state.


  An improvement in the situation occurred only with monetary reforms, the introduction of the deutsche mark, and economic aid from the Marshall Plan. The spirit industry began to reorganize. Some distilleries succeeded in rescuing stocks and machinery that had been hidden at the end of the war. At the beginning of the 1950s, brandy production restarted. Even in East Germany they no longer drank only vodka.


  Where the “Spirit of Wine” Is Bottled


  THE GERMAN TRADITION of wine distilleries began early in the nineteenth century in Uerdingen on the Rhine. It was here that the first distillery was founded by Heinrich Melcher and his sons. He imported his wine from France, and together with his supplier he started another business: Dujardin, the first German cognac. Other entrepreneurs followed in their footsteps. The private distillery of Jacobi Frankfurt was founded in 1880, followed in the next decade by Asbach in Rüdesheim, Mariacron in Oppenheim, and Scharlachberg in Bingen.


  Gains made in these early boom years and the good relationship with winegrowers both sides of the Rhine suffered a severe setback with the onset of the First World War. Importing of French goods was made more difficult and then banned altogether. Rationing of all raw materials and foodstuffs made no exceptions for the distillery businesses. From spring 1917 production of high-proof alcohol was only allowed for medical purposes.


  At the end of the war the conditions for peace were defined at the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919. Articles 274 and 275, the “champagne paragraphs,” were concerned with unfair competition. Germany was obliged to respect French brand names, and German spirits distilled from wine were, from then on, no longer allowed to be marketed as cognac, a measure enabling French winegrowers to defend their products against German imitations. On the other hand, the term “German brandy” didn’t automatically mean that it contained distillations of only German wine. Hugo Asbach had registered his Asbach Uralt as a brand name in 1908 and marketed it as “real old brandy, cognac from the noblest selected wines.” Even today the company uses wine from Charente, the heartland of cognac, as the basis for its brandy. The Italian equivalent, Vecchia Romagna, on the other hand, gets its character from ingredients from Gascony, the winegrowing region and center for armagnac. In accord with the Treaty of Versailles, “brandy” is now the official term and laid down in German wine laws. It has to be stored for at least six months, whereas “old brandy” has to be stored for a year. The base wines can come from any of the states of the European Union.


  In the first decades of the twentieth century American bars appeared in Germany. Behind the bars, classic brandy drinks like SIDECAR, BRANDY ALEXANDER, and CHAMPAGNE COCKTAILS with brandy were being mixed. In 1924 Hugo Asbach, ever active, presented a further novelty geared towards the ladies’ market: the brandy praline. It was, at that time, still considered improper for well-bred ladies to drink hard liquor in public, and it was unusual to come across ladies in American bars, but nobody could deny them a couple of brandy pralines with their pot of coffee at an afternoon tea dance. In the wave of gluttony during the Economic Miracle, the brandy praline became the brandy bean, in which neat brandy was hidden in a coating of chocolate—a rather odd combination of eating and drinking.


  Compared to the infinite storage periods of French cognac, German brandies are mostly still at the infant stage of their development. At least in the cocktail bars the connoisseurs are gradually shifting to imported cognacs and brandies. In the 1980s Asbach tried to buff up its outdated, almost stuffy German image with a campaign slogan of “guests throughout the world.” It was intended to emphasize the internationality of the brand, which was exported to fifty-nine countries, and place good old Asbach in the world’s leading hotels: the Peninsula in Hong Kong, Raffles in Singapore, the Copacabana Palace in Rio, the Waldorf Astoria in New York, and the Hotel de Paris in Monte Carlo.


  Brandy is the best-selling spirit in Germany. Almost 90 percent of the German population know the brand name Asbach, and brandy cola could even be called the drug of the masses. The people of Berlin call this simple mixed drink a Futschi. In Wedding it is referred to as ABC (Asbach/cola) and comes in a regular short glass. A Blond Futschi is brandy and orangeade, and in Hesse they call it a Hütchen—a little hat.


  The makers of the traditional brand Asbach strived to improve its rather lowly reputation among connoisseurs by introducing higher-quality grades in the 1980s, launching the Asbach Privatbrand and the even older Selection 21. A cautious modernization of the bottle and logo initiated a rejuvenation of the product; after all, in Rüdesheim they are looking back at a more than hundred-year-old tradition, and we shouldn’t forget that German brandy really can be a worthy member of the respectable family of distilled wines.


  Cognac and Armagnac: Rarities in Oak


  IN ADDITION TO German brandy, the family of wine distillates includes Spanish brandy, the French products cognac and armagnac, and South American pisco. All are distilled from white wine, but that is where the similarity ends.


  The stars of this noble group are without doubt the traditional French brands. Connoisseurs willingly pay US$125 and more for a good armagnac or cognac. As so often happens, a seemingly meaningless event long ago had crucial consequences on the shaping of a product and even the economic structure of whole regions many years later.


  In 1494 a worried coachman pulled up his team of horses, dripping with sweat, at the little town of Cognac on the banks of the Charente. There were groans coming from inside the coach. Louise of Savoy and her husband were passing through when she was overcome by premature labor pains. A no-nonsense farmer’s wife acted as midwife, and the birth, with the assistance of many helpers, took its course without complications. A baby boy saw the light of day in unfamiliar surroundings. Twenty-one years later he ascended the French throne as Francis I and gave his birthplace a generous present. The active and skilled inhabitants were relieved from paying all taxes and tolls on their products, which in turn gave them considerable advantages in the market. Francis I was a typical renaissance ruler with a distinct inclination to the fine arts. He owned works by Michelangelo, Titian, and Raphael and brought Leonardo da Vinci to France. Early in his reign he supported followers of the Reformation before later changing his mind. His successor, Henry II, canceled the privileges enjoyed by the people of Cognac and supported the Catholics in the religious war against the Calvinistic Huguenots. At the beginning of the first War of Religion, a battle was won by the Huguenots whose cause could be traced to the levying of a salt tax, which in the view of the population was unfair. As a result of this preliminary victory the region around today’s Charente became the Protestant heartland of France. Many of the great cognac families like Hennessy, Martell, and Delamain come from this Calvinist tradition. They were successful producers and merchants who in the course of persecution had indeed lost their fortunes but not their contacts. Many of the bankers at this time were Huguenots who helped their brothers in faith and in doing so enabled the continuity of cognac production. At the end of the Thirty Years’ War, the winegrowing branch slowly began to recover. The Romans had already established winegrowing in the fertile, mild microclimate in the departments of Charente and Charente-Maritime, and the merchant fleets of the eager Dutch were the recipients of the barrels transported downstream.


  Aqua Vitae


  A CERTAIN CLOUDINESS surrounds the origins of distilling. Beer and wine were already known in the first city-states between the Tigris and Euphrates some six thousand years ago. But who got the most out of the ingredients? The ancient Egyptians distilled fruits, herbs, spices, and flowers, but they produced only pastes, creams, and ointments, not alcohol. The Chinese acted more purposefully, at around 1000 BC, by sealing bronze vessels in which a primitive form of brandy could have been produced. They also froze their wines, later removing the ice and retaining the alcohol. The ancient Greeks got drunk on wine at open symposia and knew that somehow there was room for improvement—a problem known to have occupied Aristotle’s mind. About a thousand years later Arabian high civilization was more advanced. They knew how to distill; the problem lying between them and brandy was Islam’s prohibition of alcohol. Free from this stricture, the most prestigious centers of learning in Christendom were preoccupied with the production of gold and the successful production of high-proof wine distillate. In 1167 the time had come. In the auditorium of the University of Salerno, Magister Salernus demonstrated how it was done. Optimistically he called his brandy Aqua vitae, the water of life. Education at that time was a matter for the church, and the spread of monasteries throughout Europe meant that the know-how of the high art of distillation slowly but surely reached this cultural area. In 1490 a doctor in Nürnberg warned, “In view of the fact that everyone at present has got into the habit of drinking Aqua Vitae, it is necessary to remember the quantity that one can permit oneself to drink and learn to drink it according to one’s capacities, if one wishes to behave like a gentleman.”1 In subsequent centuries, and even to the present day, the definition of “acceptable amounts” has posed serious problems for Europe and the rest of the world.


  Spirits and Tulips


  BUT THE DUTCH were the first, in the seventeenth century, who distilled in grand style. The northern provinces of the Lowlands united under William of Orange against the might of Spain and the horrors of the Inquisition. The Eighty Years’ War followed against an initially superior opponent, but in the end the newly created republic was victorious. But it was small, so small that it didn’t have enough land to feed its population. Herring and mackerel were integral parts of the Dutch diet. By building dikes, they managed to reclaim further areas for cultivation. This revolutionary society was committed to religious tolerance as well as industriousness, both commercially and technically. Despite the long war against Spain, the Dutch managed, up to 1650, to build a merchant fleet of ten thousand ships, the largest in the world at that time. They also used this fleet for all kinds of smuggling, and the ferocity of Dutch corsairs became the stuff of legends. The Dutch loved unusual flowers, good food, and spirits. The republic’s artists created still-life paintings of exotic foods, wine, meat, fruit, or flowers just for the sake of it, a novelty in art history.


  Throughout Europe, the Dutch bought wine, at that time a perishable commodity. As a result of long and bumpy transport, the contents of some of the barrels turned to vinegar. To prevent this they sterilized the wooden barrels with sulfur and encouraged winegrowers to distill some of their wines as high-proof concentrates, thus reducing volumes to between a sixth and an eighth of their original quantities. Later these concentrates could be diluted with water. The Dutch were the first to distill wine on a large scale. They influenced the cultivation of grape types that were particularly suitable for the production of cognac brandy in forested areas like Gascony, the Charente, and even in Spain, the country of their old enemies. These were regions where originally no winegrowing was practiced but where abundant supplies of wood were available for the barrels. In the process it became apparent that the weaker wines from the region around Cognac were a better basis for the end product than the high-grade wines from other areas.


  Behind High Walls


  IN THE REGION around Cognac, an increasing number of winegrowers with their own plots and distilleries prospered. Growing in confidence, they hoarded their stocks in the knowledge of their merchants’ dependency. “You keep your money, and I’ll keep my barrels”—this form of negotiation became familiar in the area. The rural stubbornness of the farmers was exasperating for some of the urban dealers. The winegrowers lived in seclusion in isolated farmsteads. High walls, often with a single gateway, sealed the estates and protected them from the prying eyes of the outside world. An English visitor in 1815 declared in bewilderment:


  Anyone who observed these people congregated together at the Cognac or Jarnac market or fair, would at once recognize them from their appearance as a class of men who, having had a difficulty in getting what wealth they possess, are determined to keep it.... Although in their best apparel, they are ill dressed and shabby-looking; the clothes they wear might at some time or other have been genteel.... The ill-fitted clothes show that the present wearers are not the original proprietors... one keen and subtle looking man, whose clothes would not have fetched five shillings, was pointed out to us as a man worth 80,000 pounds.”2


  Charles Albert Arnaud, an illustrator of Balzac’s works, also made fun of the provincials in a letter to a friend. Invited to dinner by one of the most important winegrowers, M. Saunier, he described his host as “a small, grizzled man, completely tanned, baked and baked again by the sun; his face was wrinkled as a dried grape.”3


  The farmers brought their fresh or already distilled wines to the market where merchants bought them for processing. The Dutch government supported this import. In doing so the scarce supplies of grain for the basic provisions of the population could be spared instead of landing in the pot stills of the distillers. A shift from quantity to quality took place only in the middle of the eighteenth century. The English market had discovered cognac. Up until this time it had been drunk as light and as fresh as it had left the distilleries, but political rivalry between the English and French led, now and then, to punitive tariffs, harbor blockades, and trade embargoes, causing sales to come to a standstill. In Charente, rather reluctantly, they began storing their cognac in oak barrels as a temporary measure, and soon it was discovered how good the results tasted.


  Smugglers, mostly from the Channel Island of Jersey, were also involved in bringing the coveted goods to British buyers. One of them was John Martell, who later married into one of the great cognac families and, as Jean Martell, within a very short period became one of the most important dealers.


  Phylloxera and the Consequences


  LONG-STANDING PROSPERITY IN the hilly landscape was abruptly interrupted in the 1870s. Phylloxera, North American relatives of aphids, descended on the country like a biblical plague.


  The pests first attacked the leaves of the grapevines, extracting the juices; they then laid eggs, several hundred per insect, out of which within eight days offspring hatched. Leaves that had been attacked turned brown and fell to the ground. Up to this point the damage from infestation resembled attacks from other parasites, so winegrowers were not overly concerned. But some of the pests managed to reach the roots of the vines and overwintered there. In spring, when the vines began to sprout, the nymphs perforated the roots seeking nourishment, laying eggs, and creating the next generation. At the end of the summer some of them grew wings and again infested the leaves or with favorable wind conditions could reach other plants within a range of up to twenty miles. As a general rule, once a winegrower discovered that leaves had been infected it was already too late, and many other vines had already been affected. No sprays were effective; even uprooting the vines was pointless. On the contrary, the insects and eggs spread farther afield on the tools and even under the footwear of the workers.


  Vines, hundreds of years old, died within a few years either from the infestation or from subsequent fungal, viral, and bacterial infections. Within ten years 80 percent of the vines fell victim to the pests, and complete vineyards were devastated. The price of a hectare (about two and a half acres) of land in winegrowing areas plummeted from seven thousand to six hundred francs.


  Salvation for the distressed French winegrowers came from far away—not from Italy, Spain, or Portugal, but from the small town of Denison, Texas, where in 1877 Thomas Volney Munson, horticulturist and breeder of grapes, discovered a phylloxera-resistant root stock that could be grafted onto other plants. He was made Chevalier du Mérite Agricole, and in 1988 Cognac was twinned with the small town in Texas.


  But even today the dangers have not been completely eradicated. Not only have crossbreeding and refining processes improved; the insects have too, and evolution is on their side. In the meantime, even NASA scientists are busy saving the grape.


  When the vineyards were restocked, only the best native grape species were used, making the expensive and work-intensive process of grafting worthwhile. In the long term this led to an enormous improvement in the quality of French wines. One further aspect of the phylloxera crisis turned out to be advantageous to cognac producers: the involuntary shortages strengthened the status of cognac as a luxury article.


  On the Thirst of Angels Above Cognac


  AS THE WINTER months approach in Charente, an aromatic haze seems to enshroud the gentle hills and isolated farmsteads. Light still comes from the windows of production plants—the distilling season has arrived. The young wine has until April 1 to be distilled if it is to mature to real cognac. Afterwards the pot stills cool down and are left for the rest of the year. Dust settles on the exteriors until the stills are reheated in December.


  The selected grapes are pressed; the pips and stalks are not included, as the tannic acid affects the taste of wine. No sugar is added, and the fermentation process is not allowed to be stopped by sulfur. So, just as it is, together with fine yeast and sediment, it is distilled in copper stills and hand-forged flasks. Cognac production follows the alembic distillation process. The basis wine is preheated to about 140°F and fed into stills on an open fire. The rising alcohol vapors pass through a swan neck into the serpentine tube system of the condenser, cooling down and becoming liquid again. This initial distillate is distilled a second time, resulting in the refined distillate that the French term bonne chauffe.


  Each distillation eliminates fusel alcohols, which affect the taste or cause headaches.
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