
A Tale of Two Cities: Differences in
Wine Culture in Nice and London

The Paradox of Our Time

It’s just our culture, our tradition. Voilà.
—DENNIS PAQUIN, A FRENCH MEDICAL INTERN

We drink bottles, not glasses!
—ANONYMOUS SURVEY RESPONSE FROM AN ENGLISH PARTICIPANT

Wine can be sipped slowly over a perfectly paired fresh platter
that is shared with loved ones. At another extreme, it can be
glugged down glass after glass in pursuit of its alcoholic content.
Yet for the wide middle range of worldwide drinkers, wine may
be consumed a few glasses at a time at festivities with family and
friends. Do country-specific differences in wine culture impact
collective consumption of this form of alcohol, and are these
differences reflected in population health outcomes?

France is home to a rich history of wine appreciation
(Demossier 2011a; Demossier 2011b; Guiliano 2006; Perdu
1992; Trubek 2008). France is also a nation whose inhabitants
are characterized in the English popular media as shamelessly
indulging in a diet rich in foods deemed “fattening,” such as
Brie cheeses, foie gras, and buttery brioche (Chrisafis 2017;
Poirier 2010; Radford 2006; Spencer 2004). Nonetheless, the
French population has a low rate of coronary heart disease rel-
ative to that which would be predicted by nutritionists, given
the high-fat diet that the population reports (Burr 1995). This

health statistic that seems to fascinate English news writers and
their faithful readers is known as the French Paradox. The
English media’s perception of the stereotypical French diet is
at times misrepresented as a weight-loss strategy for dieters in
England (Poirier 2010; Radford 2006; Spencer 2004).

Perceived understanding and consumption of high-quality
wines is one particular element of French foodways that has
been cited by the French social anthropologist Marion
Demossier (2010) to be a source of envy among the English.
This beverage, which is associated with social sophistication,
has been proposed by English media to be a key to the
French Paradox (Highfield 2001). The logic of this claim is
informed by ecological studies, which have suggested that regu-
lar, moderate consumption of wine in French portions (roughly
20–30 grams/day) is associated with a 40 percent reduction of
coronary heart disease risk (Komaroff 2015; Renaud and de
Lorgeril 1992). Among twenty-one developed nations, France
had the highest wine intake and lowest coronary heart disease
risk between 1965 and 1988 (Criqui and Ringell 1994). Thus, the
French liquid symbol of national identity continues to be a can-
didate among biomedical scientists for further health research
(Wightman 2017).

From a nutritional standpoint, isolated chemical compo-
nents of wine have been shown to improve markers associated
with heart health (Aguirre 2014; Belleville 2002; Constant 1997;
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Komaroff 2015; Renaud and de Logeril 1994). However, studies
show that these chemical compounds in isolation are not associ-
ated with significant reductions in heart disease (Semba et al.
2014). Moreover, wine consumption may have a greater impact
on cardiovascular health than consumption of other forms of
alcohol (Perdue 1992). Therefore, the specific sociocultural con-
text in which wine is consumed in France may have a greater
impact on its population’s cardiovascular disease profile than the
nutritional characteristics of wine’s chemical components.

There is a consensus within anthropological literature on
French wine culture that wine-drinking, or more specifically,
consumption of high-quality wines, is a symbolic centerpiece
of French national identity (Demossier 2010; Garrier 1996;
Parker 2015; Trubek 2008). The country’s rich history of mastery
in wine production, and its continuous evolution of quality
improvement, makes it “impossible to drink a technically bad
wine” in France these days, according to Demossier (2011b).
This history has lent itself to a culture of aesthetic appreciation
of wine drinking, in which historically the greatest social faux pas
has been inebriation. As French historian Gilbert Garrier (1996:
1383) states, “seule l’ivresse est un péché” (“only drunkenness is
a sin”)—a sin that in the early 1900s was punishable by law.

Appreciation of the symbolic value, as well as aesthetics in
consumption over high-quantity indulgence are components
of mindful eating. This form of consumption is characterized
by fully sensing and savoring food with present-moment aware-
ness. Mindful eating has been praised by nutrition experts for
its potential to prevent binge eating and overeating, as evi-
denced by the association with weight regulation inmindfulness
intervention programs (Hanh and Cheung 2010; Mantzios and
Wilson 2015). Thus, my study is grounded by the logic that pro-
motion of mindful, aesthetic, and symbolic appreciation of
wine that is characteristic of French drinking culture may
promote moderation over binge drinking, which could in turn
confer individual health benefits that could collectively influ-
ence population health statistics (Demossier 2010; Morris 1998).

La Vie en Rosé

Doesn’t this interview go with you producing a bottle?
—KEVIN GREENBAUM, A RETIRED ENGLISH ENTREPRENEUR

To explore the relationship between French wine culture
and health behaviors, I designed the study that follows on the
premise of a comparison of wine culture in France to that in
England—a country whose media and popular culture ap-
pear to be fascinated with French wines and the French
Paradox claim, as evidenced by their persistent publication
on this topic (Chrisafis 2017; Poirier 2010; Radford 2006;

Spencer 2004; Wightman 2017). England is the largest wine
importer of the European Union, and it consistently pur-
chases more wine from France than any other nation (CBI
2016). Specifically, I compare wine culture within Nice and
London, two cities that are top tourist destinations within
their respective countries for somewhat opposing reasons.
On the one hand, Nice and the larger region of Provence-
Alpes-Côte d’Azur are portrayed by travel journalism and
tourism marketing to have sunny days, elegant architecture,
deep blue warm waters, and a “French feel” (Mayle 1991;
Trip Advisor 2017). On the other hand, London is marketed
by travel sources as a big, bustling, and often showery city,
where all tastes, from history to modernity, collide to ensure
that “a perfect day is different for everyone” (Sinclair 2009;
quote from Trip Advisor 2017).

Neither London nor Nice is representative of their respec-
tive countries as a whole. Yet they provide an ideal contrast
due to their differing sociocultural environments as well as
their potential influences on wine culture. Moreover, this case
study comparison can lay the foundation for future investiga-
tion into a larger range of English and French cities (e.g.,
Paris, Marseille, Bordeaux, Rouen, Manchester, Liverpool,
York, and Bath) that may reveal a broader picture of the re-
spective countries’ wine cultures.

I split three months of the summer of 2014 savoring the sim-
ple luxuries of life in Nice and dancing to the unmistakably
quick rhythm of London living. Within my own ethnographic
observations, the contrasting sociocultural environments of
these two cities were clear. While studying abroad in Nice, I was
housed by an upper-middle-class family, with parents in their
late fifties and three adult children. My host mother cooked
what she called “simple things,” and what I found to be fresh
Mediterranean dishes that were bursting with flavor—tartes,
seasonal salads, tabbouleh, daily baguettes, desserts of fresh
fruits and local cheeses, and exquisitely cheap red wines. In
Nice, I regularly rose with the sun for early morning seaside
runs on Promenade des Anglais before spending my mornings
immersed in a diabetes clinic’s Frenchmedical jargon. I savored
my two-hour lunch breaks soaking up the sun while munching
on handmade Nutella fromage baguette sandwiches in the park
(no, my host mother did not approve); my afternoons studying
public health and medicine in French literature in class; and
my evenings learning the culinary ways of France with my host
family over obligatory family dinners. From my view—a win-
dowscape of the magnificent city and its brilliant hues of sky
blue, sea wave navy, and mountainous green—Nice was a nat-
ural treasure composed of an easy-living older population who
brimmed with pride for what they convinced me was a globally
superior lifestyle.
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On the other hand, in London my ethnographic observa-
tions were dominated by themes of diversity, modernity, and
globalization. I was hosted by the thirty-something founder
of a small environmental education company with whom I
worked as an intern to organize a launch event for her
green-living children’s musical DVDs. She served mega-meals
of vegan faux-meat and odd-smelling hippie teas, but I mainly
invested my taste buds in the vast variety of the restaurant
scene. On my typical day, I woke late to run through the cob-
bled streets of our Jewish neighborhood before spending work
hours amidst caffeine addicts hunched over laptops in trendy
London coffee shop as I furiously emailed lists of business con-
tacts. I cherished my evening “relaxation” in sweaty, speed-of-
light-paced Ashtanga yoga classes and my nighttime dining
with friends over fine food-truck Indian cuisine when I wasn’t
wolfing down a falafel wrap on the tube. My flat’s view of gray
buildings interspersed with patches of parks depicted London
as a fast-paced, culturally diverse, work-hard play-hard home to
young professionals of all nations.

These two places—one where locals claimed pride in their
stated “French” ways of appreciating the simple things in life,
and the other a globalized melting pot in which locals claimed
to struggle to simply make it through the week—inform the
sociocultural context for my comparative tale of wine culture
in these two cities.

Within these two cities, I used a mixed methodological
approach that incorporated focused ethnography within my

three months of fieldwork. I conducted descriptive surveys
and qualitative semi-structured in-depth interviews with resi-
dents of each of the two cities. I collaborated with a history
professor, a sociology professor, and a French language pro-
fessor at Southern Illinois University Carbondale (SIUC) to
design English and French versions of these surveys, inter-
view protocols, and consent forms that were then approved
by the SIUC Human Subjects Committee. I used conve-
nience sampling and snowball sampling to survey and inter-
view individuals within spaces in which wine or food was
consumed, such as homes of resident families, wine shops,
restaurants, and shopping districts. I continued conducting
qualitative interviews in both cities until saturation was
reached, as determined by the point at which no new emer-
gent themes arose within semi-structured interview responses.

To complement these data, I conducted participant obser-
vation, recording field notes of observations of the social and
cultural context of eating and wine-drinking, including my
interactions with others as an apparent outside field observer
(although I have English heritage and citizenship, I was raised
in America, which is evident by my Midwestern accent and
mannerisms), in the context of spaces where wine was sold,
served, consumed, or described in conversation. Through this
research, I sought to answer the following research questions,
“How do wine-drinking cultures differ in London and Nice?
How might differences in these wine-drinking cultures influ-
ence population health within the two cities?”

From my qualitative interviews, I used grounded theory to
inductively and iteratively analyze interview transcripts for com-
mon themes related to my research questions (Borgatti 2016;
Mayring 2000; Maxwell 2013; Strauss and Corbin 1998). These
common themes were then interpreted through the context of
my ethnographic experience. My findings were continually con-
textualized through survey results for which descriptive statistics
were performed to gain a snapshot into comparative dietary
demographics. Results were further iteratively interpreted in
tandem with current anthropological, sociological, nutritional,
psychological, and historical literature to create a theoretical
framework for which apparent differences in wine-drinking cul-
tures may influence population health.

In this ethnographic recollection of my experiences in
Nice and London, I describe two meals. Each of these meals
epitomizes the wine-drinking culture typical of residents of the
two cities. I begin with an ethnographic vignette of a meal in
Nice, where wine is an aesthetic centerpiece of shared mind-
ful pleasure and a symbol of national identity. I follow with
an ethnographic tale of a meal in London, where I find that
wine remains an unfamiliar element of national identity that
is consumed in comparatively larger quantities for relaxation,

FIGURE 1: A view of the seaside in Nice.
PHOTOGRAPH BY LACEY GIBSON © 2016
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and in association with greater feelings of guilt. I conclude by
contrasting these accounts to argue that the French wine cul-
ture of aesthetics, mindful appreciation, symbolic national
identity, sensory experience, and pleasure could promote
moderation over binge drinking.

Nice: Stop and Smell the Rosé

With moderation, tasting is a pleasure.
—ANONYMOUS SURVEY RESPONSE FROM A FRENCH PARTICIPANT

My personal experience with wine culture in Nice can be sym-
bolized by the recollection of a single meal with host-family
friends. Jeanette and Jean-Claude Baudin were introduced to
me by a fellow university student, who promised me that they
would be prime candidates for my research due to their extreme
“French” way of life.1 In my research, I was interested in under-
standing the contrast between those who hold their nationality as
a fundamental part of their identity, which in this case meant
directing my attention to two different extremes: the moderate-
drinking Niçoise and binge-drinking Londoners. The Baudins
fit the definition of Demossier (2010: 5), who states, “(their) love
of good quality wine characterizes their ‘Frenchness’ much in
the same way as being born in France, fighting for liberty or
speaking French.” The Baudins are typical by standards of
French social demographics, nurturing the national average of
2.08 children per family (CIA 2014)—the .08 perhaps account-
ing for English-speaking study-abroad students whom they peri-
odically take in to flaunt their French way of living that they
contend to be superior. It was evident from my interaction with
the Baudins that they regularly and deliberately performed a
specific, stereotypical lifestyle that they asserted to be character-
istically “French.” I eagerly bought into this act, which was
a questionably authentic performance to impress an outsider
such as myself. The Baudins used their display of dinner to con-
firm elements of national identity that had become apparent
from my background research of French media and literature,
as well as my daily interactions with locals.

Jeanette, an office manager, and Jean-Claude, a history pro-
fessor, inhabited a cozy apartment, reached by staircases that
would have had an adjacent elevator in a typical London build-
ing. Yet the view of the bright blueMediterranean Sea from one
side of the dining room and of the mountainous, verdant land-
scape from the other made the climb well worth the effort.

I received an invitation to enjoy the magnificent view while
dining with the Baudins on a Friday evening in late June. I
arrived at their home promptly at 7 p.m.—an early hour for
Mediterranean dining standards—so that I could watch the
family in the full swing of meal preparations. As Jeanette

instructed her son to whip egg whites for chocolate mousse
while Jean-Claude chopped courgettes, her act as head chef
impressed upon her audience the importance that each meal
is a fresh gastronomic adventure, to be experienced with vi-
brant mindfulness.

In-between guiding her sous-chef son, Jeanette boasted
matter-of-factly about her selection of tonight’s dinner ingre-
dients. She announced that she does not look at the nutrition
facts—they are in such small print, and they give her a head-
ache to read! Instead, she said that she values fresh, organic
produce and shops for local vegetables 2–3 times each week.
For other small but meaningful things, such as fresh baguette
and items to add variety to dinners—the bar of rich dark choc-
olate for tonight’s mousse—she insists upon daily purchase.

After setting the carefully crafted mousse in the fridge to
chill at the precisely imprecise hour of 8:37 p.m., Jean-
Claude, Jeanette, their two children, and I took our seats at
the Baudins’ round, cozy, and elegantly dressed dinner table.
The meal unveiled itself in four extravagantly simple courses:
Herbes de Provence–dressed salad and warm baguette; tarte
aux courgettes; fresh cherries and local fromage; and finally,
a 10 p.m. sweet finish of mousse au chocolat. Dinner passed
swiftly as we conversed between moments of alternately sa-
voring each bite and each sip of rosé.

The French may extract more pleasure from food compared
to eaters of other nationalities, as determined by a survey-based
study of the way in which food functions in the minds of the

FIGURE 2: Jardin Massena, Nice.
PHOTOGRAPH BY LACEY GIBSON © 2016
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French compared to individuals from three other developed
countries (Rozin et al. 1999). The Baudins embodied this find-
ing. Jeanette continued throughout dinner to speak in a tone
that exuded expertise in the aesthetics of consumption. She
explained that their family eats out rarely—perhaps a few times
per month. She greatly favors her own home cooking, she said.
Diverse salads of fresh-caught tuna and vibrant multicolored
produce, quiches, and the vegetable tartes like the one prepared
tonight are all summer staples of Jeanette’s culinary basics that
are transformed into a mealtime excellence which the family
is uniquely positioned to appreciate.

Appreciation of wine may come naturally to pleasure-
oriented French, like the Baudins, possibly due to the ready
availability of low-priced, high-quality wine and the inevita-
ble ingraining into their upbringing (Demossier 2011b;
Rozin et al. 1999). In France, terroir, or conditions of the nat-
ural environment within a particular geographic location
(e.g., climate, elevation, topography, and soil conditions) that
influence taste, is considered by some social scientists to be a
social construct (Demossier 2010; Gibson 2016; Parker 2015;
Trubek 2008). However, according to cultural anthropologist

and nutrition scientist Amy Trubek, terroir is perceived by
many in France to reflect a reality that discerns quality of
wine (Trubek 2008).

I agreed with the Baudins’ assessment that our meal was
complemented by their carefully selected summer rosé, from its
crisp mouthfeel to its lightly tangy lemon aftertaste. Jeanette
explained her meticulous yet intuitive attention to the wine
varietal, swirling the liquid as she grasped the neck of the glass
and stating, “You have white wine with fish. And red wine is rec-
ommended with cheese.”

The Baudins did not comment on the taste of the evening’s
rosé, but instead grinned expectantly at me, awaiting my reac-
tion as I was instructed to close my eyes to deeply inhale our
wine’s commingling sensory notes. La pamplemousse, l’abricot,
et le miel (grapefruit, apricot, and honey) were the translated
smell descriptors that I sought, but at that moment, my mind,
overwhelmed in sensation, allowed only a dumbfounded
“C’est… c’est… c’est bon !” Jean-Claude chuckled and nodded,
humoring me. Despite my novice exclamation, our language of
taste allowed us to build social connection within a shared com-
mon experience of wine (Sethi 2015).

FIGURE 3: A French wine shop.
PHOTOGRAPH BY LACEY GIBSON © 2017
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Sharing experiences of taste over dinner is essential to
well-being, Jean-Claude explained, stating, “Eating a meal
is a moment to share.” Dinner for the Baudins is an opportu-
nity to build family ties while teaching culinary skills, aes-
thetics, and culture. All eaters contribute to the food
preparation and to the conversation. Jean-Claude continued
on the subject of the dining as an act of conviviality:

[It’s] fundamental. It’s not just a pleasure. It’s a way of life… there are
special occasional family meals that can go on for three hours. And we
talk and eat, and it can annoy the children greatly. But the meal is
fundamental. It’s really a way to get to know people. As with you!

Jean-Claude’s statement on the social importance of sharing
during special occasions is echoed in my surveys showing that
85 percent of wine drinkers in Nice rated social experience
among their primary reasons for consumption. Occasional
conviviality dominates wine culture in this area that boasts a
rich tradition of its cultivation and enjoyment (Demossier
2010). Wine-drinking in Nice averaged 2.5 glasses per week,
according to my surveys of residents of the area. The
Baudins explained that their consumption is by no means quo-
tidian. Rather, it is reserved for special meals with good com-
pany: 65 percent of wine drinkers in the French Riviera
claimed to consume wine at social functions and 64 percent
at home with family meals.

The shift of wine to an occasional rather than a daily bever-
age has been seen throughout France, especially in younger
generations who may favor other nontraditional alcoholic
drinks (Demossier 2011b). The sociology of French wine con-
sumption has become fragmented by age and by income
(ibid.). This trend parallels the growing academic interest in
carefully crafted, higher-priced wine that can be enjoyed like
artwork and elaborately described in poetic language
(Charters and Pettigrew 2005; Shapin 2012). These socio-
demographic changes in consumption have occurred in
tandem with a move toward wine as an aesthetic symbol of
cultural pride and national identity rather than an everyday
foodways staple (Demossier 2011b). The modest quantity of
high-quality rosé served by the Baudins affirmed their
Niçoise values with respect to sensory appeal, social identity,
and mindful appreciation, and afforded all of us a conversation
piece to comment upon and slowly savor.

Greater London: Work-Hard, Wine-Hard

I think it would be nice to sell the best wines in the world, but how many
people have that sort of money, unless you’re a Chinese billionaire? As far
as I know, I’m not a Chinese billionaire.

—JASPER, AN ENGLISH WINERY OWNER

As with Niçoise wine culture, wine drinking in London can be
described through the recounting of a meal. In contrast to the
display of French nationality, national identity, language, and
culture that dominated my interactions with locals in spaces
where wine was consumed in Nice, individuals with whom I
spoke in London depicted a diverse, international blend of such
traits. London’s sociocultural demography is unrepresentative
of England, or so I gathered from my English family. Yet it was
not all of England’s drinking culture that I hoped to capture in
my research, but the uniqueness of London itself. Before my six
weeks in the city, only an hour’s short train ride away in my
grandparents’ quaint West Sussex village, my eighty-plus-year-
old grandfather waved a 1950s map in my face and pointed ag-
gressively at the ethnically diverse, impoverished, and altogether
un-English areas of the city to avoid on my morning runs. I
eagerly reinterpreted his warnings as tips to broaden my interna-
tional culinary palate all within the 1,572 square kilometers of
the city. Thus, it is fitting that my recollection of the dinner that
epitomized my stay was a unique multicultural fusion of flavors
and company.

Alina Bohm was an Austrian early-thirty-something journal
editor who had lived for several years with her French-
Canadian boyfriend, François, and her three-year-old son,
Tobias, in a narrow two-story Notting Hill flat. As an expat, un-
married career woman with a cohabiting partner, her modern,
multinational living conditions stood in contrast to that of the
Baudins, the nuclear family who declared outwardly their love
of the singular so-called French culture. Alina and I were
joined by Lakshmi, an upbeat, twenty-something co-worker and
first-generation Bradford, England native of Indian heritage.
Together, the three of us were set to wine and dine on my first
Thursday evening in the city. Both Alina and Lakshmi were fam-
ily friends who were intrigued by my interest in English wine,
which, as I gathered frommy conversations with Londoners, was
perceived as a humorously unsuccessful consumer product.

English wines were known among locals for the challenge
presented by growing grapes in a cold, rainy climate and for
their high price relative to quality at wine outlets. According
to a survey published in English news source The Telegraph
(2011), 54 percent of residents of England had never tasted wine
produced on their own soil in 2011. Nonetheless, English favor-
able taste for wine is evident from the country’s position as a
global leader in wine imports despite its comparatively minis-
cule production, and the wine industry was steadily growing
at the timemy research was conducted, with a total of four hun-
dred wineries in England and Wales combined (The Telegraph
2011; Thomas 2016).

During my fieldwork in England, local winemakers were
best known to produce sherry or port, each of which have
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high alcohol content (around 18–20 percent). Yet there are
also a rapidly increasing number of vineyards that use
English grapes in production (Robinson 2017). Especially
within Kent, Surrey, and East and West Sussex, production
of homegrown Chardonnay or Pinot Noir sparkling wines are
among artisanal products that are gaining in popularity
(Robinson 2017; Stokes 2015). Due to the growing success
in these bubbly varieties and the projected effects of climate
change to further improve grape-growing conditions in this
historically cold country, Champagne companies have been
exploring the potential to purchase land within southern
England (Coleman 2017). However, at present, the national
conversation on English wine remains dominated by remarks
such as that of an English wine critic, who described the
media’s suggestion of English taste in wine improving as a
“marvelous conspiracy” (Thomas 2016).

A drinking culture that has been characterized by national
opinion and anthropological discourse as one of low-quality
wine production, inebriation with beer and hard liquor, and
drunken pub crawls sets the stage for a culture of inebriation

over appreciation of wine (Nevin 2014; Wilson 2004). Binge-
drinking norms may be accentuated by the fact that
Londoners drink to relax from the high stress of their daily
lives, according to my conversations with locals. Among indi-
viduals whom I surveyed, 25 percent of Londoners rated re-
laxation among their primary motivations for drinking,
compared with 5 percent of residents of Nice. Moreover, the
city size may contribute to these dynamics (over 8 million in
London vs. around 350,000 in Nice).

As Andrew, an English winery tour guide in my grand-
parents’ home region of West Sussex, explained to me in an in-
terview, alcohol is used to mark the transition from work to
play in London. Andrew stated that in France, on the other
hand, wine is treated as an engaging, sophisticated product
that is consumed in moderate amounts. He explained:

Particularly in the city of London, everyone works at such a fast, tight
pace over very short periods of time and then they kind of binge after
that. Everyone goes out every day, all day, in the evenings, no matter
what day of the week it is and they get straight back to work the next
morning as if nothing’s happened, which isn’t very healthy, really.

FIGURE 4: Court Garden Vineyard & Winery in Ditchling, East Sussex.
PHOTOGRAPH BY LACEY GIBSON © 2018
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As an extension of cultural and historical tendencies to-
ward inebriation, Englanders have typically been consuming
wine in beer-like quantities, according to human sociobiolo-
gist Desmond Morris (1998). While frequency of consump-
tion is nearly the same as in Nice, Londoner’s reported
drinking this cosmopolitan beverage in significantly greater
portions per sitting in comparison with residents of Nice—
an average of 2.4 glasses per sitting compared to 1.5 glasses per
sitting, respectively, as demonstrated by my surveys (two-
tailed t-test, t197 = 5.79, p < 0.0001). This statistic also does
not account for the size of glass, which, from experience and
confirmed by conversation with Londoners, is undoubtedly
larger in London than in Nice.

As Andrew suggested, my experience confirmed that life
in London moves at a quick pace, from the underground
tube system to the stride of the all-important business-clad
workers through Euston Square to the service in the plethora
of specialty restaurants of any ethnicity imaginable that offer
up generous portions of authentic ethnic cuisine. This differ-
ence in pace compared to Nice is inevitably influenced by
the overwhelming size of the city, which felt far too large to
explore within a month.

Before my dinner with Alina and Lakshmi, I hungrily
passed through a swath of gourmet Indian food trucks and
stylish cafes that called to my eager eyes, heavy with work-
week exhaustion. I arrived at Alina’s home a bit unpromptly
at 6:11 p.m. after being led by Google maps one tube stop
too far. Lakshmi appeared about five minutes later, blaming
her tardiness on current construction on the Piccadilly Line.
Nonetheless, we were greeted with smiles from Tobias, squeal-
ing, “Hallo Mädchen!” Alina attempted to quiet Tobias for an
early bedtime routine as she apologized for her own lateness
in dinner preparations. She waved us in, instructing Lakshmi
and me to make ourselves at home at her cozy kitchen table,
dressed with a spread of melon and a bottle of chilled New
Zealand Chardonnay.

As was the case with several locals with whom I spoke,
Alina preferred foreign wines over English wines. As
Lakshmi served up two brimming large-sized wine glasses,
I recalled my grandfather’s two cents on English wines
within his London-warnings pre-stay lecture. “British wine?
I don’t like to drink British wine (laughs loudly). British
wine tends to be overpriced.” My grandfather continued in
annoyance with the availability in the local wine market:
“You realize that most of the wine comes over here in huge,
great tankers, sloshing about, the idea of looking after your
wine (i.e. serving to guests it with care) when it’s been
slopped about from Australia, it’s ludicrous, isn’t it? And
French wine is even more expensive!”

Alina, checking in on us while serving herself a heaping
glass, was slightly less animated about her wine purchasing
habits. She explained that she tries to purchase regionally by
buying from European countries. She generally buys French
wines to share with Françoise or Spanish wines to share with
friends, but tonight, she said, she had a good feeling about this
New Zealand bottle. In-between pre-dinner chatter and sips of
cherry, almond, and orange blossom notes, I noted a distinct
feeling of relaxation caused by the Chardonnay, even before
Alina served the first course of lemon tzatziki sauce-dressed
Swiss chard (and my glass was still half-full!).

Following our crisp salad and final appearances by Tobias,
who hoped to join in on the party rather than heed to bed-
time rules, Alina pulled from the oven a warm polenta pizza
delicately topped with sautéed Portobello mushroom slices,
sundried tomato, artichoke hearts, and Asiago cheese—a
delicious Austrian-cooked-Italian-influenced dish to follow
the Middle Eastern salad paired with our next glass of New
Zealand wine.

As we tucked into dinner, we dug deeper into discussion
of diet and wine-drinking habits. Both Lakshmi and Alina
confirmed that they consumed a diverse array of global cui-
sine regularly. Alina had arrived to London with a wealth of
Austrian recipes, and she was nostalgic about traditional
sweets that she said were too calorie-dense to stomach daily.
Lakshmi said that she enjoyed her own blended array of
English and Indian cuisine, joking that she had been raised
on a diet of daal and fish fingers.

Lakshmi and Alina both affirmed that they ate at home reg-
ularly, but shopped for food only once a week. Lakshmi admit-
ted that due to high prices, quality could not always be her
greatest concern for certain staples, like pasta. Somewhat re-
luctantly, Lakshmi and Alina shared that they both squeezed
in at least 2–3 snacks throughout their busy days. Alina pre-
sented this information first with a twinge of guilt, stating she
must be truthful because Lakshmi sees her mindlessly “graz-
ing” at the office. Alina also cringed when dissecting her fit-
ness habits, saying she always means to make it to yoga, but
finding a work-life balance in London can be incredibly cha-
otic. Their association of food and fitness with guilt stood in
contrast to the boastful attitude of the Baudins, who seemed
to extract a pure and prideful pleasure from their foodways.

This unease at the intersection of food, health, and the
ability to recognize (or afford) quality may extend to wine
drinking in London. In contrast to the sixth sense–like ability
to detect wine quality that Nice residents seemed to claim as
a national trait, Londoners like Lakshmi characterized them-
selves as uninformed novices when it came to wine drinking
(Demossier 2011b; Rozin 1999). Rather than trust in her gut,
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Lakshmi revealed that price and social influence entirely dic-
tated her wine taste. For example, she said that her mum had
recently suggested a new brand of Chardonnay that she had
been enjoying. She stated of her unrewarding efforts, “I wish
I knew more about (wine). To be honest, I’m just not a very
discerning drinker of wine.”

Moreover, in contrast to the matter-of-fact presentation of
wine-drinking habits among residents I surveyed in Nice,
wine culture among Londoners was mentioned in association
with inebriation. During some of my conversations with
Londoners, this association was openly and unabashedly ad-
mitted (e.g., the statement “We drink bottles, not glasses!”
that was scribbled on the back of a survey). Within others,
as with Lakshmi, this was discernable through embarrass-
ment, nervous laughter, and reluctance to admit to one’s per-
sonal drinking habits. Lakshmi, nibbling on the remaining
crust of her main course, volunteered that she is struggling
to learn wine savviness while avoiding temptations to drink
in excess, stating, “I don’t really drink during the week. I’ve
been trying to make a conscious effort. But the weekends,
I guess maybe if I go out with my friends, if it’s someone’s
birthday, yeah really for a specific reason.”

Despite Lakshmi’s confusion and disgruntled, disap-
pointed efforts, the Londoner nose for wine is becoming
sharper—a local sentiment that was supported in our meal
by Alina’s food pairing with our crisp New Zealand varietal.
This transition occurs in tandem with improvements in the
quality of English wines (Moore 2015; Pandian 2016; Stokes
2015; Thomas 2016). Rather than producing mass quantities
of cheap wine for easy intoxication, some English wine-
makers are lovingly engineering wine that can compete on
an international stage, as was suggested by my conversation
with Andrew and other English wine-sellers. English wine
is just beginning to overcome its poor perception among
locals and the global wine market alike as its ratings in inter-
national wine competitions begin to improve, as was the case
with their winning sparkling varietals in Italy’s Euposia
International Wine Challenge competitions (Thomas 2017).

Nonetheless, the challenge remains in the hands of
English wine producers to build an appetite for their brands
that can overcome the continued consumption of French
wines (Thomas 2017). The key to this marketing conundrum
may be in changing the nature of popular local consumption
from an end goal of inebriation with inexpensive, imported
wines to one of mindful appreciation of an engaging drink
grown on local soil—a solution that has been identified
within similar challenges of consumer taste in other develop-
ing wine regions of the world (Gibson 2016; Stokes 2015;
Thomas 2017). As Andrew explained:

I see people are becoming more and more educated about wine and all
kinds of alcoholic beverages…. The more people become educated
about the drink, the less they see (drinking) as a habitual thing that they
need to do every day to live, and it becomes much more of an engaging
product.

As I sipped my fine wine during my dinner with Alina and
Lakshmi, I pondered this optimism while continuing to uncork
the subject. Alina, concurring with Lakshmi, stood at the stove,
placing final touches on her dessert, its rich, sugary scent envel-
oping the air like a fresh Austrian snowfall. “When (Francois
and I) go having a glass every night, I don’t like that. It’s not
something to just have with dinner. So if I just make icky left-
overs, I don’t want a glass.” She turned to the table, presenting
us with a plate of three plump marillenknodels, sugar-braised
Austrian pastry hearts made from a sacred, long-held family rec-
ipe. These moist, mouth-watering, doughy desserts brought an
upward turn to my lips as I took another sip of my wine. Alina,
scooping one onto each of our eager plates, stated, “But be-
cause I cook every evening, and usually I make nice things,
then there’s a chance to drink.”

Topping up each of our glasses with the remains of the
bottle, she giggled, “Oh God, do I sound like an alcoholic?”
On that savory note, we burst out in a round of laughter and
clinked our delicious glasses in a final resounding “cheers!”

A Tale of Two Cities

Would you like a drink, madame?
—FREDERICK VANIER, FRENCH OWNER OF A WINE SHOP IN LONDON

The meals that I have recounted during my summer’s journey
to Nice and London were experiences that serve to illustrate
my investigation into the subject of wine’s role in the French
Paradox, or the claim that the French population has low rates
of cardiovascular disease compared to what would be predicted
by national dietary patterns (Burr 1995). On the one hand, In
Nice, I encountered inhabitants such as the Baudins. This
family epitomizes what they described to be a “French” practice
of both proudly andmindfully sipping and savoring high-quality
regional wines during social occasions. On the other hand,
London was a fast-paced English city where energetic, nontradi-
tional, and culturally diverse young professionals, such as Alina
and Lakshmi, thrive. Here, Londoners discussed and displayed
a wine culture of novice appreciation and inebriation amidst
the city’s high-stress work environment.

As I found through descriptive surveys, semi-structured
interviews, and participant observation, Londoners drank a
significantly greater number of glasses of wine per sitting than
residents of Nice, and they were more likely to drink for stress
reduction rather than sensory pursuit of the beverage itself.

G
A
S
T
R
O

N
O

M
IC

A
79

W
IN

T
E
R

2
0
1
8



The relative lack of a national culture for mindful, aesthetic
wine appreciation in London compared to Nice may be an
important element in the higher quantity of wine that
Londoners claimed to consume compared to the amount
regularly consumed by those surveyed in Nice. If these results
are representative at the national level of their respective
countries, it can be theorized that mindful wine drinking that
is common in Nice may be a helpful exercise in encouraging
moderation, which may subsequently lead to lower cardiovas-
cular disease burden among the French population.

However, before promoting wine as a blanket and cultur-
ally blind population prescription for cardiovascular health,
we must recognize both the flaws of the French Paradox and
the unintended consequences of alcohol consumption.
Much of the evidence behind the French Paradox is based
on ecological studies, which are inherently subject to bias.
Interpretation of ecological studies makes a leap to associate
population-level risk factors with population-level health out-
comes without parsing out individual data (Burr 1995). We
cannot say from these studies that correlation is causation, and
thus high fat intake in France does not necessarily cause their
low observed coronary heart disease rates as there may be a
whole host of unaccounted confounding factors (Willett
2012). Rigorous randomized control trails and cohort nutri-
tional studies of the diet-heart hypothesis also shine light into
the cracks within the foundation of the French Paradox.
Simply lowering the total percentage of calories from fat does
not lead to decreased coronary heart disease risk (Ferrières
2004). Rather, nutritionists now suspect that the type of fat con-
sumed and total calorie consumption are much more conclu-
sive predictors of cardiovascular health (ibid.).

Lastly, the sourest side of wine consumption in France is
that alcoholism and its deleterious health consequences are
potential side effects of encouraging wine consumption.
Even if wine consumption improves national cardiovascular
health statistics, alcohol abuse works sharply in the counter-
direction and is highest in populations with high total alco-
hol consumption (Criqui and Ringel 1994; GBD Alcohol
Collaborators 2016). Although binge drinking may be less
common in Nice than in London, France as a nation ranks
high both in heavy episodic drinking among men (42.2 per-
cent of all men) and liver cirrhosis rates among men (16.4 per
1000 deaths among all men) (WHO 2014). These population
statistics of high-alcohol beverage consumption in France
challenge my experience of the moderate approach to
French wine-drinking. Individual and cultural risk factors for
alcoholism must be weighed against the cardio-protective
effects of wine drinking before wine drinking should be rec-
ommended as a health prevention strategy.

Despite the flaws in the French Paradox and the potential
side effects of wine consumption, it is evident from my re-
search that wine in Nice is associated with national identity,
aesthetics, mindful appreciation, and moderation. Locals in
Nice seemed to nourish social bonds and further the sym-
bolic role of wine in French identity through common sen-
sory experience in this product. Thus, regardless of the
effect on population health, English winemakers may fare
better with improved marketing to promote mindful engage-
ment with English wines as a high-value commodity and as
the desired alternative to inebriation by cheap international
imports.

To build upon this research, rather than focus solely on
nutritional composition of wine consumption, it seems that
the sociocultural experience of wine drinking and its intercon-
nectedness with mindfulness and total alcohol intake warrant
further investigation in population health. Future research
should uncork the possibility of wine as an artistic element
to encourage mindful pleasure in food experience as a strategy
for primary health prevention.
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