
 

 

THE DREADED EXAM Robin Blackburne 

 

 

            Caveat for Candidates Preparing for 

                   the Master of Wine Exam 

 

 

Background: This piece was penned in 2009 and which I intended to 

read on the occasion of the annual awards to the New Masters of Wine, 

and to honour the 50th anniversary of the three intrepid souls who 

passed the Master of Wine examination in 1959, of which the author was 

one. Sadly, ten years later, I was not able to attend for my 60th 

anniversary, but am alive, well and drinking wine every evening! 

 

 
We entered the Wine Trade for reasons diverse 

When we came down from Oxford or Cambridge or worse. 

We thought of Accounting or Medicine or Law 

But the idea of study for six years or more 

Was not too appealing – there must be some other 

Profession at which, said our much older brother, 

 

Could earn us a living - like driving a train 

Or a bus or a taxi that needs little brain. 

We explored all the jobs and replied to the ads 

But nobody wanted us young undergrads 

Without any qualifications to show 

Except that we once drove down South to Bordeaux 

 

And we spoke a few words of a bad fractured French 

Which was hardly a help to aspire to the Bench. 

So, being resigned that we had little chance 

Of gaining employment in England or France 

 

There seemed no alternative but to pick grapes 

To earn a few francs - so we started to traipse 

Through the vineyards of Chablis – what back-breaking work. 



The wine poured for lunch was relief and a perk. 

 

So that was the start of our long love-affair 

With wine and the wine trade – we’re walking on air. 

 

We got our first job in the cellars in Bow 

And the pay by the week was just five pounds, although 

They gave us a voucher for lunch everyday 

At Lyons’s best gastronomic Café. 

 

We worked our way up to assistant shop clerk     

Where tasting fine wines was a walk in the park. 

And suddenly we were consumed by a passion 

And worship for wine - so we soon had compassion 

For all the poor people not in the wine trade 

Such as lawyers and doctors however well paid. 

 

Our thirst for more knowledge became an obsession. 

We tasted and tasted and read sans discretion 

And travelled from vineyard to vineyard to learn 

About Cabernet, Chardonnay, Merlot in turn. 

 

We visited Burgundy, Loire and Bordeaux 

Jerez and Oporto and Reims in the snow. 

And Alsace and Cognac and Armagnac too, 

The Rhone and the Jura and Bordeaux anew. 

 

Perhaps it is time, now we know every vine, 

To take our first steps towards Master of Wine. 

The exam is quite daunting and candidates fail  

By the hundred - but maybe - we just might prevail. 

 

So this is our project for three or four years. 

We study and study and taste with our peers. 

We take courses and taste till we’re blue in the face. 

We hone all our senses until we can trace 

One part in a million of free SO 2 

Just by putting our nose in the glass - and construe 

If the wine might go cloudy subjected to cold 

With tartaric crystals before it is sold. 

 

So sooner or later we contemplate sitting 



The dreaded exam which includes so much spitting 

While tasting the wines which are shown to us blind. 

Oh my god this is tough – do please judges be kind 

When marking my papers; I haven’t a clue 

If this is a Merlot from nineteen O two 

              

Or a Cabernet Franc - since the ruby’s quite pale.  

How can I determine from whence it may hail? 

 

Oh why did I even consider this thing? 

It’s driving me crazy – perhaps I can cling  

To some straws that might possibly give me a lead 

Or at least a good guess - so that I can proceed 

To the next dozen wines they expect me to taste 

In less than an hour - and now I am faced 

With red wines and white wines which all seem alike 

Except for their colours – oh where is my psych 

 

When most he is needed. Perhaps I can call 

From a phone and maybe he’ll help me to crawl 

Out of this horrible mess that I’m in. 

It’s enough to convert me from Champagne to Gin. 

 

At last this ordeal is over at noon. 

When I turn in my papers – I’m ready to swoon. 

Now there’s lunch and the first of the written exams 

So again we are off to the slaughter like lambs. 

 

This is only the start since it’s day number one 

With two more to follow and then we’ll be done. 

The tasting on Tuesday is almost as bad. 

And day number three’s so traumatic, I’m sad 

That there’s no way on earth that I’ll pass, I do fear, 

This dreadful exam – but there’s always next year. 

 

So here’s hoping that with some assistance divine 

I might one day become a true Master of Wine. 

 

       Robin Blackburne, October 2009 


