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Virgil wrote that it would be easier to count the grains of sand than the varieties of the vine. By 1700 B.C., Hammurabi (famous for the first codification of law) had included wine in his policies. His rules established both vintage dating (the first real effort at expiration dating of food products) and pricing of wines based on the quality of the vintage. 


However, it is likely that wine first entered Greece through Egypt. The Egyptians had produced wines for the most powerful amongst them. There are images in tombs dated to 4000 B.C. that offer clear evidence of wines and winemakers. By 1000 B.C. the Egyptians had determined specific names for wine producing regions, and had begun to establish practices to assure quality and vintage standards. 

The Greeks made wine available to the entire population. Even slaves were permitted their ration of wine. And, of course, the god Dionysus (often referred to as the god of wine and fertility) was honored yearly in a major Greek festival. Greek coins and pottery depicted both vines and the winemaking process. There is strong evidence that the Greeks introduced the idea of microclimate and its effect on wines. Literature and images suggest that pruning and fertilizer was employed in the vineyards.  


In turn, Greek efforts to colonize the entirety of Southern Europe introduced viticulture to Spain, Italy, and France.  


But, the wine industry in Greece faltered. There was never much wine produced, but the wines that were available were of excellent quality. However, as the population became more urbanized, both the quantity of wines produced and even the quality was substantially reduced. 


As the rest of Europe’s wine industry has moved into the mainstream of western palates in the late 20th and 21st century there was a perception that you only consumed Greek wines when you visited Greece. Even importers of Greek wines assumed that the only market for these wines was the restaurant that specialized in the foods of that region. The names of most of the indigenous grapes were unpronounceable, and there is virtually no production of the mainstream vinifera. 


The most common wine was Retsina (and it is still one of the most popular wine styles in Greece). Adding pine resin during fermentation makes this wine. Originally used as a preservative it is now used as a flavoring agent. The hint of turpentine (although it sounds awful, it isn’t) actually disappears when paired with the strong flavors of Greek appetizers. The amount of Retsina now permitted is strictly regulated, but it really works with foods flavored with olive oil.


When Greece entered the European Union in 1993 the wine industry was forced into the late 20th century. New generations of young and ambitious winemakers were trained in France, California, and Australia. The Greek government invested heavily in upgrading equipment and vineyard management. Chardonnay, Merlot, and Cabernet, and more than two-dozen European varieties were planted along with 250 native plants. Quality followed. Great sun providing excellent fruit flavor, and high mountain vineyards permit excellent acidity and balance.


There has been a shift away from mass produced wines toward more handcrafted and boutique style bottlings. More important, Greek wines are making their way into the retail shops of the West. In 2002 Greek imports to the United States increased over 30%. 


The primary difficulty is in finding a market. The money was invested in production, not in marketing. There is a strong feeling in Greece that the 2004 Summer Olympics will provide their wines with a worldwide audience. 


And, don’t be disappointed if you don’t find that turpentine flavor.


Look for wines from the major appellations such as Nemea, Noussa, Santorini or Mantinia. They assure a greater potential for quality. Focus on wines from the best indigenous grapes: Moschofilero, offering a spicy  and floral white; Assyrtiko, a crisp and elegant white from Santorini; Agiogitiko, a berry flavored red from Nemea; and Xynomavro, a full bodied red from Naoussa.


For the most part these are not expensive wines. Like most European winemakers, they subscribe to the Slo Foods program that believes that wine should be matched with foods. 

