Ushar and the First Wine
By: Marc Silver
Nearly eight thousand years ago, in the foothills of the Fertile Crescent, life moved to the rhythm of seasons and the waxing and waning moon. The Tigris River wound like a silver serpent through the valley below, its waters nourishing barley fields, date palms, and the reeds from which huts and baskets were woven. People rose with the sun, slept with the stars, and measured time not by clocks but by harvests and the cries of animals.
Ushar was a young goatherd. His flock was small, hardly more than a dozen animals, but enough to give milk, skins, and occasional meat for his family. His days were simple, leading the goats to graze on the hillsides, keeping watch for wolves, and gathering firewood from the scrub. He lived in a hut of mud brick and reed, with his wife and two children, scraping out a modest living like countless others in the valley.
One afternoon, while the goats wandered near a thicket, Ushar noticed several animals pushing their noses into the branches, tugging eagerly at something he could not see. He thought they had found figs or fallen acorns, but when he stepped closer, he saw a vine tangled through the brush, its curling tendrils heavy with clusters of small, purple fruit.
He plucked one from the vine, turned it in his hand, and crushed it between his fingers and tasted the juice that flowed from the fruit. The skin was tart, but the juice inside burst with sweetness. It clung to his hand, sticky and fragrant. Curious, he tasted another, and another, until his lips were darkened and his fingers stained violet. He laughed to see his goats the same way, their mouths rimmed purple, their eyes bright with mischief.
It was late autumn, when the land gave up its last offerings before the long winter. Ushar thought these berries would make a fine treat. With no basket at hand, he filled a dried goatskin bladder that once carried water. He tied it shut, slung it across his mule, and continued with his flock, thinking little of it.
Days passed. The goats roamed, the nights grew longer, and Ushar forgot about the goatskin filled with fruit. Nearly ten days later, beneath a crescent moon, he remembered it. Expecting shriveled berries, he opened the skin and instead found a pool of dark liquid, fragrant and strange.
Puzzled, he dipped his finger in for a taste, then brought the container to his lips. The taste was sharp, sour, and warming. A strange lightness filled him, loosening his tongue, softening his worries. The stars seemed brighter that night, the river sang more sweetly, and Ushar laughed aloud, startling his flock. What he did not know, and what no one yet understood, was that invisible spirits clung to the grape skins. Sealed in the goatskin, the juice had fermented. Sugars had turned into alcohol and the juice was terraformed.
That night, Ushar shared the liquid with a neighbor. Together they sat by the fire, telling stories, singing songs they thought forgotten, marveling at how the drink seemed to lift their spirts. Word of his potion spread and soon others in the valley asked to taste this strange new gift. Ushar saw in their laughter and loosened tongues the possibility of something greater.
The next morning, eager to repeat the miracle, he returned to the hillside where the vine had tangled itself in thorn and brush. He searched the slopes and gathered every cluster of fruit he could find, filling skins and baskets. He asked the Gods to transform the juice Again, he waited to see if his prayers were answered.
They were, but within days, the vines stood bare, their fruit gone with the season. Ushar realized the truth: he would have to wait another year for the hills to yield their purple harvest again.
The months crawled by. Winter brought cold winds from the north, spring brought floods from the river, and summer baked the land. Ushar’s mind returned again and again to the strange liquid, to the joy it had brought, to the way it bound people together in laughter and song. He swore that when the fruit returned, he would gather more, not just for himself, but for all.
When the vines ripened the next autumn, Ushar set his family to work. His wife and children filled baskets until they overflowed, their feet and hands stained dark with juice. Neighbors helped too, curious to see whether the miracle could be repeated. Together they crushed the grapes with their feet, pressing the juice through woven baskets into jars and skins. The liquid ran thick and red, pooling-like blood from the earth itself.
But Ushar wanted more than skins and small jars. He sought permanence. From the village potters he obtained great clay vessels, quiviras, which he buried in the earth to keep them cool. Into these he poured the grape juice. When the vessels were sealed, Ushar knelt and prayed. He asked the gods of earth and sky, of river and moon, to repeat the wonder they had shown him before. He waited through long nights and bright days, trusting that the unseen powers would return.
Weeks later, when the jars were opened, a rich perfume rose into the air. The liquid within was darker, stronger, more intoxicating than before. Ushar tasted it and felt the warmth spread through him, deeper and richer than the first time. This was no accident now. This was craft. Ushar had become the first vintner.
He shared his jars with friends and traded them to farmers, who carried them by donkey across the valley. Merchants floated them on reed boats down the Tigris, where other villages marveled at the drink. Soon, word spread beyond his own people. Songs were sung of the goatherder who had coaxed a divine drink from the hills.
In time, the story reached the city. There, the Sumerian king himself heard of this “drink of joy” that made men laugh and women sing, a liquid said to lighten the heart and warm the spirit. Curious, he summoned Ushar to his court. Trembling, the goatherd brought his finest jar, polished and sealed.
In the palace, Ushar knelt as the stewards poured the liquid into hammered bronze cups. The king lifted his cup, tasted, and paused. Then a smile spread across his face.
“This,” he said, “is no drink of men. This is the drink of the gods.”
From that moment, wine was embraced by the temples and courts of Sumer. Priests poured it as offering to the gods. Kings raised it at feasts to honor victory and bind alliances. Common folk shared it at weddings and festivals, toasting with laughter beneath the stars. Ushar, once a poor goatherd, was given land and wealth. He became known as the first maker of wine, the man who had brought the nectar of the gods to earth.
The years passed, but the rhythm remained the same. Every autumn, the vines gave their fruit, and Ushar’s family pressed the grapes, filling quiviras and skins. The waiting, the prayers, the opening of jars, it became ritual. In time, others learned his skill, spreading the practice through the valley and beyond.
And though many forgot his name, his legacy endured. Every jar opened, every cup raised in joy, carried a whisper of Ushar’s first discovery, the humble goatskin that turned sweet fruit into a wonder that would outlast empires.
That was nearly eight thousand years ago. And yet today, when we pour a glass of wine, we echo Ushar’s discovery, sipping the same gift of the gods that first glimmered in a forgotten goatskin along the Tigris.
