


 Rosé is truth serum. Drinking rosé leads 
to all sorts of revelations and an honesty 
not often seen, even amongst close friends.  
To be in a rosé-fuelled conversation on a 
hot summer’s night somewhere (anywhere) 
in warm France amongst the cicadas and 
thick fug air is why life was made for living. 
	 The	 first	 sip	 brings	 the	 greatest	 joy.	 
The	 chilled	 wine	 touching	 your	 lips,	
refreshing	 as	 sips	 turn	 into	 splendiferous	
happy	 gulps.	 As	 the	 glass	 empties	 so	 too	
does the head, of all its worries, tension, 
esoteria – and it’s at this moment that you 
know for certain that you are on holiday. 
 Rosé can also be a cruel courtesan. 
Another	glug	of	 the	holiday	romance	rosé	
and you begin to silently wonder who made 
the wine? Is it local? Why does it taste so 
good?	 Perhaps	 it’s	 organic	 or	 biodynamic.	
Why can’t you buy this wine back home? 
And	the	price!	The	price	 is	so	reasonable!	
Oh, they have it so good in France. 
Resolving	 to	 buy	 a	 case	 of	 this	 temptress	
before	leaving	France	–	confident	that	upon	
returning home, the bottle will bring with it 
every	sound,	sight,	scent,	taste,	flavour	and	
texture	–	you	do.	For	she,	rosé,	 is	so	fine	
she	could	not	possibly	disappoint.	You	have	
terroir in a bottle.
	 At	 this	 point,	 we	 all	 know	 where	 this	
story	 is	 going,	 on	 the	 long	 journey	 back	
to Blighty with the case of wine safely 
stowed,	 and	 it	 doesn’t	 end	 well.	 Opening	
the bottle away from the warm embrace of 
the southern French summer, things have 
gone	wrong	during	 the	 journey.	Gone	 are	

the subtle chilled strawberry undertones. 
Gone	is	the	light	viscosity	that	seemed	not	
so	 long	ago	supple	 in	your	mouth.	 Instead	
you’re left with a cold, unbalanced, acidic, 
pink,	watery	insipid	wine.	If	that’s	the	terroir 
squeezed	from	the	grapes,	then	eating	the	
dirt	may	have	been	a	better	option.
	 We’ve	all	been	here:	the	disappointment	
of	the	post-holiday	come	down.	The	terroir 
and	the	expectation	divide	 in	 the	meanest	
way	possible	and	tear	down	our	memories	
with every mouthful. Terroir is a collection of 
climatic	and	geological	impacts	on	vines	and	
grapes.	It	is	not	just	the	soil	and	sub-terrain,	
but	 also	exposure	 to	 air,	 altitude,	 sun	 and	
climate. Oliver Poussier in Larousse Wine 
expresses	it	much	more	poetically.
	 ‘The	fullness	of	its	[the	wine’s]	expression	
comes more from its terroir than from 
the	 grape	 variety	 or	 the	 year	 in	 which	 it	
was grown. There can be no great wine 
without a man who, through an intimate 
understanding of the terroir, knows how to 
reveal its very quintessence.’
 Terroir	 is	 considered	 the	 primary	
influence	on	the	character	of	a	wine.	It	may	
be the be all and end all of the wine, but 
our	holiday	experience	tells	us	this	can’t	be	
all that matters. Terroir will mainly raise its 
head in the wine context, but we talk about 
it all the time with food and drink, even if we 
don’t use the word. Ever asked where your 
meat was reared? 
 To make certain, I tried a different 
example	and	explored	the	terroir of Surrey 
strawberries. My neighbour Harry has 

a large commercial berry farm which 
supplies	 the	 main	 supermarkets	 with	
strawberries,	 blueberries	 and	 raspberries.	
The strawberries are grown either out in 
the	 open	 in	 the	 glorious	 English	 sunshine	
during the summer months or under glass 
in	 the	 early	 spring,	 summer	 and	 early	
autumn	 in	 controlled	 conditions	 to	 help	
extend the season. I asked Harry if terroir 
for	strawberries	matters	at	all.	Screwing	up	
his face and slightly shrugging his shoulders 
he	 said	 ‘no,	 not	 really.	 What’s	 important	
is light and water.’ The light is needed for 
photosynthesis	 to	 produce	 the	 sugars	 and	
the water; well, as Harry said, ‘most of a 
strawberry is water, isn’t it,’ making it sound 
simple	but	scientific	and	cold.
 I’ve been out on his farm, wandering in 
the	 sunshine	 stopping	 every	 few	 steps	 to	
stoop	down	to	ruffle	and	rustle	through	the	
plants,	 snapping	 off	 a	 red,	 ripe,	 sunshine-
warmed	strawberry	and	enjoying	its	delicate	
sweetness. The warm afternoon breeze 
slightly dances across my face as I eat 
another.	 And	 another,	 knowing	 that	 store	
bought strawberries never taste quite this 
good,	this	pure.	
	 I’m	 snapped	back	 to	 reality	 in	 time	 for	
Harry	to	demonstrate	his	point.	He	gave	me	
some strawberries to try that were sitting 
in a white ceramic bowl on his kitchen 
bench. It was easy to recognise the taste 
of the strawberries: they had all the same 
flavour	and	taste	characteristics	that	I	had	
recently	eaten	picked	fresh	from	the	plants.	
‘They were grown under glass,’ said Harry, 

and the greenhouses are not near the 
farm. The taste was the same, the growing 
locations different. One strawberry was 
grown in soil and the other was grown in 
a greenhouse without soil as such. Harry’s 
point	 was	 that	most	 people	 can’t	 tell	 the	
difference;	they	won’t	pick	up	the	nuance.	
Here	 again,	 the	 expectation	 defined	 the	
experience.
	 Expectation	 is	 not	 just	 created	 by	
environment and circumstances. Marketing, 
packaging	and	 labelling	contribute	to	what	
we	think	about	food	and	our	expectations.	
There is some research into this, which 
confirms	that	what	we	expect	of	flavour	and	
taste can either enhance or detract from 
the	 final	 experience.	 The	 research	 steps	
away from the idea that terroir is a dominant 
influence	 on	 human	 perception.	 Instead,	
terroir	 is	 simply	what	 Poussier	 claims	 it	 is:	
an	 extraction	 of	 characteristics	 captured	
for	 consumption.	 Absent	 perceptions	
and	expectations,	we’re	more	 likely	 to	be	
disappointed.
	 Expectation	 will	 shape	 the	 taste	 and	
flavour	of	food	acting	as	vehicle	supporting	
the terroir, but the two don’t exist in isolation. 
Expectation	always	intersects	with	terroir to 
create	the	entire	sensory	and	psychological	
experience	of	eating.	Don’t	let	anyone	try	to	
convince you that a terroir alone is all that 
matters.	It’s	significant,	but	how	and	where	
we	 consume	 food,	 what	 we	 expect	 from	
it	 and,	 most	 importantly,	 who	 we	 break	
bread	with,	is	what	defines	the	food	we	eat.	 
And	that	then	defines	us.


