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Answers to an Age-Old 
Question in Morocco

P I P E T T E  M A G A Z I N E   |   I S S U E  3 11

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
S

 &
 E

S
S

A
Y

S

B Y  C H A R L I E  F R I E D M A N N

A R T W O R K  B Y  F R A N C E S  M U R P H Y



12

T HE CAMEL IS ABOUT TO  stand up 
for the first time with me mounted on his 
back, and I’m not sure what to hold on to: 
the reins to ensure I don’t topple backward 

into the red-hued Sahara sand, or my bottle of 
Pineau d’Aunis.

“What would your desert island wine be?” It’s a cliché question I’ve 
asked others as a wine writer, yet not one I ever actually considered for 
myself. But now I was set to visit an actual desert—if not an island—in 
the center of Morocco, a predominantly Muslim country with limited 
wine available. It’s one thing to consider my theoretical desert island 
wine—perhaps vintage Champagne? Old Barolo or Burgundy? The 
biggest bottle possible no matter what’s inside? But what does one 
actually bring on a plane from Canada to Casablanca, followed by days 
in a car before an hour-long camel ride over hot dunes? 

An expensive bottle seems risky—never mind all the travel and less-
than-ideal storage conditions, but I’m not even positive my wine will 
make it past Moroccan customs. Something that needs a chill probably 
won’t work either—I don’t think Bedouin camps in deep desert dunes 
come equipped with ice buckets.

The population of Morocco is 99% Muslim, but it turns out that doesn’t 
mean there’s no wine available. At one restaurant I visited in Fes, the 
owner claimed with just a hint of hyperbole that 90% of Moroccans 
drink at home. High-end restaurants like his that cater to tourists and 
hotels tend to have a small selection of bottles, usually featuring local 
wines and perhaps a few imports from large-scale Spanish and French 
producers. Big grocery stores also carry a similar range.

Owing in part to the French and Spanish occupation of the country 
from 1912 to 1956, Morocco is a not-insignificant producer of wine—
about 4.5 million cases annually—almost all of which is consumed 
domestically. On top of that, Morocco imports a significant amount 
of Spanish wine. It’s technically illegal to sell alcohol to Muslim 
customers, but tourists clearly aren’t the only ones drinking here.
 
Throughout my ten days in the country, I contributed my fair share 
towards drinking up all that local juice. The most common finds were 
red varieties like Carignan, Syrah, Cinsault, Grenache, and Cabernet 
Sauvignon—reds make up over 75% of Moroccan wine production—
but vins gris and rosés were also quite prevalent, with only a couple 
stray whites making an appearance. Domaine du Val d’Argan outside 
the beach town of Essaouira stands out both for quality and for its 
commitment to organic agriculture—including vineyards plowed by a 
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camel of their own—but in general, the local wines I tried ranged from 
meh to pretty decent at best. And trying to explain that one bottle was 
corked to a server who had likely never tasted a single drop of wine 
definitely didn’t make me regret my suitcase import.

*

The temperature is dropping quickly when the guide pats the beast 
below me on the head. It’s time to venture into the vast open desert. 
Abruptly, the camel rises to its full height—but despite the animal’s 
best efforts to buck us, both wine and I are safe for now. Slowly, our 
two-camel caravan lumbers deeper into the desert, my girlfriend 
looking totally at ease in front, while I’m in the back—a caricature of 
a wine writer, sporting my Vin Papillon t-shirt from Montreal—still 
clutching the reins and wine with equal concern. 

As the sun begins to set, the surreal soft slopes of sand unfolding 
before us all the way to the edge of the horizon appear even redder 
than before. Deserts always struck me as harsh, but the landscape here 
is soft, almost fragile, as if painted by the featheriest brushstrokes. I 
feel insignificant, yet at ease. And though I truly suck at photography, 
the scene is so striking that every snap of my phone produces National 
Geographic quality work even while bouncing behind the hump of my 
six-foot-tall desert transporter. It looks eerily like Mars here—or at 
least Elon Musk better hope Mars looks anywhere near this beautiful.

Dusk sets in just as we arrive at our camp hidden in a valley between 
the dunes. After a welcoming glass of mint tea, we’re beckoned to 
dinner. I’m exhausted and starving. Trudging through the deep sand 
to the other side of camp to grab our wine suddenly doesn’t even 
seem worth it even after all that journey. I’m still not sure it would be 
respectful to bring drinks anyway, but I’d be lying if I said that was the 
main reason for leaving it behind. 

Entering the dinner tent, I immediately notice a large table occupied by 
a group of middle-aged German women that’s brimming with bottles. 
There’s even a fucking ice bucket. Pangs of jealousy and regret begin to 
well up inside me despite the serene setting. So, when a young Korean 
solo-traveler we met over tea arrives offering a glass from the bottle 
she had stowed away in her backpack, even a sip of her overly-sweet 
rosé Cava feels like stumbling upon an oasis.

We devour the generous selection of salads, rustic chicken tagine, and 
yogurt strewn with a flurry of pomegranate seeds that would cost $10 
back home, then rise and leave the cozy circus-like tent decked out in 
an array of colorful Berber rugs and blankets for some fresh air. The 
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absolute darkness outside is shocking. I’m used to apartment window 
looking directly into apartment window, subway rides wedged between 
the armpits of two strangers, and bright city lights but here there’s just 
. . . nothingness. Until you look up. Only then does the sheer volume and 
brilliance of the stars hit—instantly transporting me back to a grade-
school trip to the planetarium. I’m not typically a stargazing type, but 
this is worth it. And, yes, a bottle of wine is in order no matter how 
tired we are.

With a renewed sense of purpose, we slash through the slippery sand 
by light of iPhone to retrieve our wine. Perfectly chilled by the cool 
desert night, the bottle of Les Athlètes du Vin Pineau d’Aunis is now 
finally back in my clutches and ready for the final leg of its journey—a 
climb up to the top of a secluded dune with a clear view of the stars and 
not another thing in sight. 

I love Pineau d’Aunis. My first taste of the curious red grape from the 
Loire was Christian Chaussard’s celebrated “Patapon” with its crazy 
clown label that matched the off-the-wall flavors inside the bottle. Pine, 
white pepper, tart plum, and a touch of mint lit up all my senses. I had 
never tasted anything like it, and I was hooked. Living in New York at 
the time, I was spoiled for choice—Robinot, Belliviere, Puzelat, and 
other classic producers all had their versions, and I eagerly tried every 
example. Each was unique, but they all had that special Pineau d’Aunis 
edge that I first fell in love with—that intriguing spice-box note that 
captivates me like no other variety.

Since moving to Toronto six years ago, the relatively rare grape has 
been much harder to find. Fortunately, there’s the Athlètes du Vin, the 
product of a négociant project from a group of Loire winemakers called 
Vini Be Good, and my personal Pineau d’Aunis savior in actual deserts 
and government-controlled wine deserts like Ontario alike. I first 
tasted it courtesy of local Toronto wine stars the Grape Witches (who 
I interviewed for the first issue of Pipette) and liked it so much that I 
quickly purchased a case from the importer. When I really considered 
which wine to bring along on this journey, the answer became clear. 
Not only is this Pineau d’Aunis affordable and eminently gluggable; it 
has just the right amount of intrigue and true-to-type peppery finish to 
stand up to such a remarkable setting. And while critics often complain 
that natural wine can’t stand up to travel and temperature changes, 
this bottle tasted every bit as good as I remembered. By pure objective 
measures I’ve probably tasted “better” wines but sitting on the smooth 
sand in this Mars-like desert, while staring up at the actual red planet 
visible amongst the myriad stars in the sky, this was the elusive perfect 
pairing. 

So, go ahead, ask me that old cliché question now.
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Basta 
Nutella!

The Fight Against Hazelnuts and Intensive 
Monoculture in Central Italy

B Y  P A T R I C I A  N E L S O N

A R T W O R K  B Y  E L L I O T  B E A U M O N T

BOLSENA IS A SMALL TOWN  that sits on 
the shores of a large volcanic lake, wedged between 
Lazio, Toscana, and Umbria in Central Italy. When 
I took over a few hectares of old vineyards here, I 
received strange looks. These were the same looks 
I was given when I applied for my Italian residency. 
An expression that was nearly always accompanied 
by the observation: “But you are Australian, why 
would you want to come and live in Italy?”

One of the most obvious motivations can be 
seen from my bedroom window, overlooking a 
hillside of Mediterranean scrub, old dry-stone 
walls, overgrown blackberry bushes, olive trees, 

tangled vines and a shimmering lake below. It’s an 
exceptionally beautiful place, embracing the old 
town of Orvieto perched atop a rock, continuing 
uphill to the plain of altopiano dell’Alfina and over 
the ridge into Toscana on the one side, with Lazio’s 
Lake Bolsena on the other. This region where I now 
live and work hosts a wealth of small realities. I 
have friends who grow vegetables; neighbors who 
cultivate wheat, beans, and olives, and friends 
with goats grazing on rocky outcrops. There are 
some who farm sheep, those with vineyards, fruit 
trees, and cows, and there are others keeping bees. 
Together we are trying to cobble together a new 
future by looking to the past, reviving traditional 
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