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GEORGIA ON MY MIND

Wlnemaklng 15 deeply embedded m Georgian
culture. Children’s schoolbooks show the grape
harvest. The 20-metre high Kartlis Deda, or
Mother Georgia, statue m Thilist is said to represent
the Georgian national character: in her right hand
is a sword to greet enemies; in her left hand she
holds a bowl of wine to greet friends.

Meals are usually drunk with wine, often
homemade. Special occasions are celebrated with a
supra (feast) overseen by a tamada (toastmaster).

The Georgian language, with a 33-letter
alphabet, dates to the fifth century. The Kartvelian
“ywino” is still the spoken word for {°winej= in
Georgia today. Georgians assert that the word
“wine” is derived from “yvino”.

The Caucasian mountains in Georgia and
Armenia harbour what Patrick E. McGovern,
author of Ancient Wine: The Search For The
Origins of Viticulture, describes as “probably the
most ethnically diverse and linguistically rich arca
in the world.”

A long history

Early human fossils were uncovered between
1991 and 2005 at Dminisi, a small town in the
province ol Kvemo Karth in southeast Georgia.
The fossils are about 1.8 million vears old, the
oldest ever found in Europe. It was here that
archaeologists found grape pips dating to the 5th
and 6th centuries BC.

According to McGovern, Vitis Vinifera, which
accounts for 99% of the world’s table wines,
originates from the Taurus, Caucasus and Zagros
Mountains. The greatest concentration of wild and
domestic grape remains from the Neolithic to the
Bronze Age (c. 8,000-3.000 BC) 1s in Georgia.

Nikolai Vavilov, a Russian botanist, claimed
that wine was first made in Transcaucasia, the region
that 1s now Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. Revaz.
Ramishvili, an ampelographer at the Georgian
Agricultural University, studied wild grapevines in
Georgia and believed that the high morphological
variability of the wild plant fitted well with

Vavilov’s theory that Transcaucasia was the world

By Stuart George
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centre of the domesticated grape.

Dry weather and dry wines

Georgia s about the same size as Switzerland.
For such a relatively small country, 1t has a
very diverse climate and ecology. For example,
there are 26,000 rivers in Georgia.

Western Georgia 1s wet and humid, with
annual rainfall of 4,000 mm. The extreme cast,
however, 1s as dry as a desert, with only 100
mm of rain per annum. Georgia has many
microclimates in which to grow grapes for wine
production.

There are more than 500 indigenous wine
grape varieties. The main white grape is
Rkatsiteli and the main red grape is Saperavi.

In Soviet days there were 120,000 hectares
of vines but Georgia’s vineyards were cut by 2/3
during Gorbachev's crackdown on alcohol.
Today total plantings are 44,000 hectares.

Kweuri

The Travels of Sir John Chardin was
published in 1686. In it Chardin describes how
wine was made in Georgia: “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 thev bury in their

houses, or else hard by... And when the vessel s

full, they close it up with a wooden cover, then
lay the earth upon 1t.” Over 300 years later.
this 1s exactly how wine continues to be made
in Georgia.

Kwevri are earthen jars in which wine is
fermented and stored. In the Georgian National
Museum in Thilisi, there 1s a kwevr that has
been dated to 5,000-6,000 BC, 3,000 vears
before the Xia Dynasty. Kwevr winemaking is
a tradition that spans 8,000 years - or 8,000
vinlages.

As Georgians always assert, a kwevri is not
an amphora, which refers principally to clay
vessels in Greece and Italy that were used mainly
for storage and always above ground. By
contrast, a kwevri 1s buried underground up to
the neck in the marani (wine cellar) to create a
simple form of temperature control.

Like an amphora, a kwevr is usually made
from clay but it 1s a shghtly different, conical
shape, which allows the lees to fall to the
bottom and makes racking easier.

When wine is made evervthing goes into
the kwevri - the grapes with their skins, stalks
and everything else. The kwevri is used for all
the main processes of winemaking - primary
fermentation, malolactic fermentation and
storage. The wine sometimes stavs for up to
two vears in the kwevn before bottling.

Into the future

Dissonance and rough edges come naturally
to the Georgians. Their polyphonic music is
dissonant: kwevn wines can be dauntingly tannie.

The Russian embargo has forced
winemakers to find other export markets. This
has forced up quality and introduced kwevri

0 a new audience.

1an Wine in Jars” is listed by Slow

Food as one of 1ts “Presidia”™ that “comply
with production rules that respect tradition and
| stability.” With 8,000 vears of

12n wine looks set to endure for
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Stuart George, with a
14 year career in the
wine industry, visited
the wine regions of Eu-
rope as well as South
Africa, Australia, New
Zealand, Brazil etc. In
2003 he was the UK
Young Wine Writer of
the Year. He has also
contributed over 120 entries to the best-selling
book 1007 Wines You Must Taste Before You Die.
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