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PrefaCe

Those who know me well can confirm that this book has been a long time 
in the making. I was fortunate to start writing it when I was spending some 
time living on the island of Madeira. My office at the time was directly 
above a madeira wine store. It was high summer and with the window 
open, I could just glimpse the Atlantic. Every so often, and completely 
unheralded, the most wonderful, ethereal vapours would waft in through 
the window on the warm breeze. I occasionally had to stop writing to savour 
these aromas and the flow of words would temporarily dry up.

Madeira is a wine like no other. It is fine wine in extremis. Heat and 
air, both the sworn enemies of most wines and wine makers, conspire 
to turn madeira into one of the most enthralling of the world’s wines 
as well as the most resilient. Wines from the nineteenth and even the 
eighteenth centuries still retain an ethereal, youthful gloss, even after 
spending what is, in wine terms, an aeon in cask and bottle. Having 
gone through this extreme and often extensive ageing process, madeira is 
virtually indestructible. Once the cork is removed, the wine comes to no 
harm, even if the bottle is left on ullage for months, even for years on end. 
If ever there was a wine to take away with you to a desert island, this is it.

Madeira is sometimes described as an ‘ageless’ wine. This is misleading 
because Madeira needs age to taste the way it should. This was clearly 
observed as far back as 1841 by Bruno Perestrelo da Câmara, who wrote 
of a Sercial wine that ‘no less than ten years are needed for this liquid to 
acquire the flavour, aroma and hint of burnt toffee which characterises 
it’. There are no shortcuts, although it is not for want of trying that 
the shippers have long used artificial heating to obtain that maderised 
taste in a wine that is no more than two or three years of age. This is 
something of a handicap for madeira in the realm of fortified wine. A 
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young ruby port may not have complexity but it still tastes like ruby 
port and a young fino tastes like sherry, but in madeira there is really 
no substitute for cask age. As a result there is a considerable difference 
between these cheaper, younger wines and those which have extended 
ageing in cask. For this reason I make no apologies for focusing in this 
book on older wines, even though they account for perhaps 10 per cent 
of the current madeira trade.

Madeira, the islands and the wines, can be impenetrable even for those 
deeply involved in the wine trade. In the past, trade visitors have often 
left the island feeling more confounded than when they arrived. Witness 
wine writer Margaret Rand, writing in the UK wine trade weekly Harpers 
in 2000, who expressed her frustration thus: ‘Newton’s First Law of 
Motion states that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. 
Madeira is like that: for every answer to a question there is an equal and 
opposite answer.’ After giving examples she continued: ‘I say this to give 
an idea of the feeling of helplessness that is apt to creep up on one on the 
island, as hard facts soften and dissolve like clouds over the mountains’. 
I sympathise as I have also experienced a similar feeling of obstruction at 
times in the past. But the reason for this apparent evasiveness was either 
because there were few hard facts (official statistics being hard to come 
by) or that the truth was too unpalatable to be made public. In order to 
interpret what was really going on, you spent your time reading between 
the lines.

Thankfully, over the past fifteen years, this obfuscation has 
diminished. Helped by investment and, dare I say, regulation from the 
EU, and with a younger generation in charge, Madeira is both more 
obedient and open. This book marshals information from my many 
visits to the island going back to 1990, as well as those earlier visitors 
who have documented their experiences. It seeks to present the island 
as it is today as well as to record the changes that have transformed the 
wine landscape, both literally and figuratively.

A great madeira wine is, without doubt, one of the most difficult 
wines to describe but it is certainly the most uplifting to taste. In this 
book on the islands and the wines I endeavour to describe what makes 
madeira wine unique. This is not a history book: it is intended to be 
about contemporary Madeira, the islands and their wines. A number of 
excellent books have been written on the history of madeira wine, not 
least Alberto Vieira’s comprehensive A Vinha e O Vinho na História da 
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Madeira – Séculos XV a XX. (And in the English language, over a third 
of Alex Liddell’s book, Madeira, the Mid-Atlantic Wine is devoted to 
the history of the wine trade.) For although Madeira was discovered by 
the Portuguese in the fifteenth century (when Bordeaux, Burgundy and 
the vineyards of northern Portugal were already well established), wine 
has been an essential and integral part of the island’s history ever since. 
Wine was dominant through much of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, and remained an important part of the economy until mass 
tourism began to take pole position from the 1970s onwards.

Chapter 1 sets out to explain the origins of the industry, its steady 
growth and sharp reversals of fortune. It is far from exhaustive but it 
sets the scene for the madeira wine trade as it is in the early twenty-
first century. I have quoted extensively throughout this book from 
Henry Vizetelly’s Facts About Port and Madeira, written after a visit to 
the island during the vintage of 1877. This may seem like a long time 
ago, but Vizetelly’s writing shows a real understanding of Madeira at 
the time. As many of the old wines still available on the market date 
from this period and earlier, I have taken selective passages from his 
book which describe the vineyards, the wine making and the wine stores 
(armazens) at this time. Another observer who visited Madeira at a time 
of profound change was Rupert Croft-Cooke, whose book Madeira was 
published in 1961. I have quoted from this where it helps to explain 
the way wine was handled as recently as the 1950s. On Madeira the 
not too distant past really was a foreign country – they did things very 
differently there.

The remainder of the book rounds more firmly on the present. 
Chapter 2 describes the physical character of the archipelago as it is 
today. The state of the vines and vineyards and the way in which the 
wines are made are covered in Chapters 3 and 4 respectively. In the 
latter chapter I make no apologies for exploring the way in which wines 
were made until the rapid changes of the 1960s and 1970s, especially as 
many of the wines from these vintages are only now being bottled. I have 
also included short vintage reports covering the last twenty years, which 
give an indication of the wines that lie ahead. The shippers (producers) 
of madeira wine are profiled in Chapter 5, together with short tasting 
notes on some of their most representative wines. Chapter 6 provides a 
compendium of some of the historic wines that have made Madeira so 
famous. It is very far from being exhaustive but it is a comprehensive 
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assessment of the wines that I have tasted over a period of nearly thirty 
years (often more than once) together with as much of the relevant 
contextual information as I have been able to find. There are sections 
on buying, keeping, serving and tasting madeira wine in Chapter 7, 
followed by a short guide for anyone visiting the islands. Finally, I 
have assembled my own thoughts on the future for Madeira wine in 
a Postscript. A number of authoritative and scholarly books have been 
written on different aspects of madeira and the Portuguese wine trade. 
These and other documentary sources are listed in the bibliography on 
page 243.

Madeira is a passion and without a number of passionate individuals 
the industry would not have survived. Some of these are profiled in 
Chapter 1 while others are mentioned in Chapters 5 and 6, among them 
the individuals who have amassed fine collections of old dated wines. 
To this I add my own passion for one of the world’s most mystical and 
miraculous wines. I hope that some of this passion rubs off on readers of 
this book. Above all this book is intended to be a contemporary guide for 
those visiting Madeira as well as a manageable and easy armchair read, 
preferably accompanied by a glass of madeira wine.

As I was concluding the first draft of this book in early September, 
the aromas wafting into my office window suddenly changed. Over the 
top of the ethereal smell of wine ageing in wood came the fresh aroma 
of fermenting grape must. A new vintage was on the way. Unlike most 
wines which are made for drinking within four or five years, I felt myself 
writing with the near certain knowledge that the fruits of this vintage 
and future vintages will be appreciated by my children, grandchildren, 
great-grandchildren and even great-great-grandchildren.

Such is the nature of madeira wine.

Richard Mayson
Funchal, 2015


