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REFLECTIONS ON PAST NATIONALS

It has been said that Nature can make wine, but it needs the intervention of Man to improve the product. From this adage an analogy may be drawn between thousands of home wine and beermakers in that they have made the stuff but it is NAWB that has improved the product. By organising an annual Conference and Show, NAWB has persuaded hundreds of wine and beermakers to compete against each other, thus ensuring that the better craftsmen have received due recognition not only in the UK but also in other wine and beermaking regions of the world.

The need for improving standards within the hobby were fully appreciated by the pioneers when they organised the first show at Andover in 1959. The "Mysteries" of the craft were explained to newcomers by the magazines and books but it was considered necessary to have some practical method of assessing sensory quality.

The regional shows were nearly all introduced after the first Nationals, but since they have proved useful 'stepping stones' to potential National winners. It is only when a wine or beermaker gains a major award in a class of a hundred bottles or mo(e does he really feel that he is a master craftsman. I have attended all but one of the Nationals since 1963 and I have had the pleasure of meeting many eminent wine and beermakers and also many non-competitive types who were very knowledgeable and also great characters.

On nearly every occasion I have stewarded to a wine or beer judge. Usually I have elected to steward on the beer classes as over the years I have made very few beers but need experience as invariably I have been asked to judge beers at the smaller shows when the appointed beer judge has failed to attend. I recommend all NAWB members who have never stewarded to do so. It is a very inexpensive way of developing a sensitive palate and it is an excellent way of slaking a thirst. Drink in moderation, some of the National classes are hellishly big.

The first National that one attends is usually the most memorable and for me the 1963 National at Brighton held in the royal Stables adjacent to the fabulous Regency Pavilion will stay long in my memory. By modern Nationals it was a small affair. Only half of a moderately sized hall was needed to stage the exhibits. The other half of the hall served as a luncheon area. This incidentally was ample and inexpensive and went down very well with the homemade drinks.

During the last twentyfive years the NAWB weekend has been staged in several venues throughout the country. The buildings have differed greatly both in age and style, ranging from the ostentatious decor of Hull's City Hall to the simplicity of the Brighton centre. At some of the venues it has been possible to observe from the viewpoint of a balcony the judging of the wines and beers, and it must be admitted that when viewed from above the scale of the entries at the National is most impressive.

However, as the years go by and one learns more about quality in wine and beer and also the physical problem of staging the entries, one becomes less concerned about visual splendor and more interested in the contents of the bottle. NAWB members also make the weekend. Whether a member is competitive or otherwise, the fact that he has attended proves that he is more interested in the hobby than those who are not members.

The first National was organised at the time when the motorcar was beginning to change the social pattern of the working man and since then the annual NAWB weekend has motivated people to visit parts of England that they would never have visited if it were not for the "National''.

Attending the early NAWB weekends was often something of an adventure. Motorways were almost non-existent and if one had a lapse of concentration (the scenery was sometimes beautiful) it was often necessary to stop the car and read the signposts as they were more suitable for the speed of a horse and cart. A missed change of direction and the journey which had started at a leisurely pace suddenly developed into a frantic race to get the bottle entry in on time and also to ensure that one got a very necessary supper and good nights rest. Travelling to the National by motorway is certainly much simpler but much less interesting.

Another difference between the early Nationals and those of today is the scale of hospitality provided by the local authorities at the Saturday evening socials. Several hundred people spending a weekend at a venue meant good business for the local traders and they reciprocated by supplying a lavish buffet. Alas the rise in inflation and the need for economy has eliminated these gestures of hospitality, probably for ever.

In order to economise the NAWB weekends take place at the end of March. This is a more than usually unpredictable time in the English weather pattern and over the years NAWB members have endured winter blizzards and enjoyed almost sub-tropical sun. Nevertheless, the warmth of the hospitality of the locals has more than compensated for any adverse weather.

Caister's cold winds, South port's sandstorm, Blackpool's brisk breezes, and heavy snow at the first Harrogate Show may have created a lot of problems at the time, but now they are little more than bitter-sweet memories.

Now that we are presented with a visual weather forecast numerous times daily on television, we are becoming increasingly aware that England's overall weather pattern is more uniform than we once thought. It was not my imagination playing tricks at Margate, it really was colder than either of the NAWB weekends at sunny Scarborough. However, having survived the winter in the depth of snow bound Kent, I think that aided by a couple of bottles of home-made I can survive any weather that we are likely to get at the Nationals of the future.
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