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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is made up of four sections, with feature spreads and tasting practices interspersed throughout, to equip you with the knowledge you need to hone your wine-tasting skills.


We begin with Taste Essentials, looking at what to consider before you start and the factors that influence how a wine tastes. Understanding Taste takes you through an A to Z of classic grape varieties and the process from vine to the bottle. In Exploring Taste, current popular styles are covered – from orange, pét-nat, natural, biodynamic, vegan and vegetarian, to low- and no-alcohol wines. Origins of Taste then guides you around the world’s wine countries and regions, offering key facts and recommended producers.


Ten self-guided Tasting Practices lead you step-by-step, recommending wines and helping with handy crib sheets. These are specifically designed to be enjoyed at home, with or without friends. Consider each one as a separate lesson, expanding your knowledge first with the relevant information on the preceding pages. If you find it difficult to source the practice wines, look at the alternatives listed – or follow my online suggestions at rosemurraybrown.com.


You will also find six Features dotted through the book (italic in contents), covering current key topics – from grapes, climate and carbon planning, to wine tourism and urban wineries.


Last but not least, enjoy the journey!


This book is dedicated to my mum, herself a prolific author and writer, who first encouraged me to put pen to paper all those years ago. ‘Write about what you know,’ she said – so I did.
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INTRODUCTION


When I was first asked to write this book, I hesitated. Yet another book on wine – do we really need it? I checked out my bulging bookshelf of glossy wine bibles and realized that something was missing – and that was the book I needed to write.


So here it is. This book is different in several ways. First and foremost, it is a practical, unpretentious wine book with ten self-guided tasting practices, from full rich reds to sparkling wines, that you can follow in your own home, in your own time – with or without tasting buddies. It’s a book that will motivate you to try different styles and help you get the best out of each wine.


But it also goes way beyond that...


A Taste for Wine is also for the adventurous wine-lover. It’s the first general wine guide to focus on important taste trends, highlighting indigenous varieties and introducing modern Piwi grapes in detail. There are special features discussing important topics in our changing wine world – from carbon neutral wineries to climatic extremes and future-proof grapes – all looking to what’s ahead and how our wine choices will be affected by climate change. These topics need to be aired and discussed, but it’s not all doom and gloom: there are opportunities too – for example, look at the recent progress in England, Germany and Canada.


There are accessible chapters on tasting and assessing wine, why wines taste the way they do, where and how grapes grow and how different styles are made. Plus there is plenty of practical information on everything you need at home – from glassware, gadgets and serving temperatures, to spotting wine faults and pairing wine and food – all written by an expert who has been teaching people, like you, about wine for over 25 years.


One of the questions I am asked most frequently when I am teaching is which winery to visit. The detailed origins section takes a tour of 51 wine-producing countries and their regions, covering grapes, styles, top producers and much more. For the wine traveller, there is a directory of recommended wineries to visit, with features on the do’s and don’ts when there and an exploration of the rise in urban wineries.


I first fell in love with wine in Italy – in a vineyard. There is no better way to stir passion and interest in wine than to stand on a hillside surrounded by vines, to sample the grapes, inspect a soil pit and learn why manure is buried in cow horns underground, or enter a dark cellar cave to taste the wine in situ, where it was made.


[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of white wine by its stem, swirls the wine in the glass and smiles for the camera.]


TAKING A LEAP INTO WINE


I wasn’t brought up in a wine family or on a vineyard. The only drinks I remember at home were the ones my parents made themselves – nettle beer and elderflower fizz: home-brewing was popular back then in northern England. I recall hearing the odd explosion at night (my bedroom was next to the garage) as they bottled the fizz too warm or had forgotten to ’burp’ the bottles – my first lesson in yeasts, sugar and fermentation.


My two light-bulb moments in wine came later – once when I had started working in the wine trade, blowing dust off bottles in the cellars at an auction house. In my first week, I got the chance to taste a venerable old Rhône wine, Hermitage La Chapelle 1961. I had never encountered anything quite like it. Layers of intense flavour dripped with juicy dark fruits, smelling hauntingly of old meat (as Syrah does with age). It took me back to my dad’s garage, where he occasionally had an old deer hanging with the nettle beer. Wine can transport you.


My second inspired moment was thanks to my wonderful first boss, the late Patrick Grubb MW, who not only gave me my first wine book but also a taste of pre-French Revolution 1780 Bual Madeira, which, combined with my interest in history, really excited me. How could a wine last that long and still taste so good? I needed to know more.


I feel particularly privileged to have been part of the wine world – and to have watched it progress over the past 40 years. When I first started working, Australian Chardonnay and New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc had only just arrived on UK shores; Argentinian Malbecs were yet to be discovered. Now we have so many exciting artisan wineries – and expansion is heading in a different direction: as polar ice caps recede and climate types shift, our wine world pushes boundaries heading ever closer to the poles.


Science has progressed too. Interestingly scientists still know surprisingly little about smell and taste, but researchers have been working hard to catch up with the world of wine. The existence of the fifth taste, umami, was only globally acknowledged in the 1980s, taste receptors for bitterness only identified in 2000, and for salt as recently as 2010. There will still be more to come, so get your glass ready and join the fun.


Wine has been an incredibly personal sensory journey for me, and I hope it will be for you too.


[image: Signature of Rose Murray Brown MW]


Rose Murray Brown MW
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HOW TO TASTE WINE
STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE


[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of white wine by its stem slightly away from her face and peers intently into it.]


1 LOOK


Pour a tasting sample, and look down into the wine to assess clarity and depth. Now tilt the glass at an angle so that the wine’s gradation of colour is clear against a white background, and note the wine’s hue from rim to core.


Sniff the wine without swirling the glass and check its bouquet (see here), before moving on to the swirl stage.





[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of white wine by its stem in front of her chest and swirls the wine in the glass.]


2 SWIRL


Next swirl the glass using a slow, small circular motion and sniff the wine again, noticing that different, heavier smells might now be emanating. The angle and position at which you hold the glass is important.





[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of white wine by its stem close to her nose and smells the wine deeply.]


3 SMELL


Hold the glass around 2.5cm away from your nose, open your mouth just slightly when you sniff and breathe gently. Don’t take a huge sniff; short ones are better.


Write down what you initially smell – your first sniff is by far the most important. Once you go back to the wine a few times, you might start to tire or the wine could warm up in the glass, so your perception will start to change. (See here.)





[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of white wine by its stem and takes a sip of the wine by tilting the glass up.]


4 SIP


Take a sip – about a large teaspoonful – into your mouth; pass the wine around your taste buds and, at the same time, draw a little air into your mouth to aerate the wine and help spread the flavours around. Consider the different elements of acidity and alcohol – and tannins in red wines.


Take another sip and think about the balance of the wine; also the structure, mouthfeel and texture. Then the aftertaste and length of time you can still taste the wine.


Savour the wine, and finally spit it out in your spittoon in a long thin neat stream (without dribbling) – it’s easy, but it’s best to practise with water a few times first. (See here.)






TASTING & ASSESSING WINE


Wine tasting and drinking are both sensory experiences, but we perform them in different ways. Wine tasting involves slowing down reactions to make time to focus on the different senses: sight, smell, taste and mouthfeel.


Wine tasting is about paying attention to each element of the wine to help build up a bigger picture – a bit like learning the notes in music. This ensures that we get much more from a wine. The act of simply drinking wine, using only our basic sense of taste, is so fast and fleeting that many of the wonderful attributes of the wine can be lost and only a brief sensation is enjoyed. In wine tasting, by closely focusing on each of our senses, the result is so much more rewarding.


STIMULATE THE SENSES


To start, we need to stimulate and tune up our senses and unlock our memories. Our sense of smell, so important in wine tasting, is very emotive because the olfactory-bulb fibres at the top of the nose (which vaporized flavour compounds come into contact with) send smell signals to our brain and memory bank. Humans have an amazing capacity to appreciate smell; scientists have determined that we have 400 olfactory receptors that can detect a trillion different odours.


We don’t learn how to smell – it comes naturally, and smells can evoke strong emotions. What we are not so good at is putting words to these smells – and that is what we need to do to help us appreciate wine. Learning to describe each smell we encounter in our everyday life helps us learn to differentiate one wine from another. Start by comparing the colours of everything in your house and try to describe them. Then turn to smells, inside and outside, and try to put a name to each. Repeat this to see if you can still pinpoint and describe the smell. Wine tasting is about repetition, tuning up our senses.


IMPORTANCE OF TEXTURE


When we start learning about wine, the focus is on differentiating smells and flavours, which is important, because much of what we think is taste is actually smell. Our fourth sense, touch or feel, is also key, because we can learn so much about a wine from its tactile sensation – the mouthfeel, structure and length. This is texture, and it’s easier to describe than flavour, which is more personal. You can practise this too by tasting different liquids (water, beer, lemon juice, olive oil, milk) alongside each other, thinking about their mouthfeel, viscosity and texture.


We will look at the three stages of wine tasting next – appearance (sense of sight), aroma (sense of smell) and palate (senses of taste and touch).


[image: Wine is being poured from bottles into their glasses. The glass on the left contains white wine and the glass on the right contains red wine.]






SEEING


A wine’s appearance is important – the clarity, colour and brightness can be very enticing and part of the ritual of enjoying a wine – but the knowledge it relays to us about a wine can be sparse.


In my experience, tasters find this the easiest part. Everyone can tell light from dark and describe colours; they feel confident making a verdict. In fact, visuals are so important in wine that some retailers stock wines on their shelves according to colour, rather than origin. However, while a wine’s appearance might give us hints about its grape, origin and maturity, it doesn’t tell us much about its quality. There are several factors to consider.


CLARITY


First check that the wine is clear, with no haze or sediment, by looking down into the glass at the wine’s depth. Most wines today do have good clarity, so if it’s hazy, it should be discarded. If there is a slight cloudiness, this can suggest a natural wine that has not been fined or filtered (see here), or if fizzy, it could be a pét-nat that might not have been disgorged (see here).


SEDIMENT


Less likely in whites than reds, sediment in a red might indicate it has not been filtered, since some winemakers feel filtration strips flavour. If small crystal deposits, glass-like shards, appear in a white wine, these are harmless tartrate crystals and indicate that the wine has not been processed with tartrate stabilization or that it has been stored somewhere very cold (-8°C/18°F).


BRIGHTNESS


Important for whites; if high- and low-acid wines are compared, the wine with higher acidity (eg. from grapes on volcanic soil) has greater brightness.


BUBBLES


In a sparkling wine, or Champagne, bubbles are obvious, but it’s also possible to have tiny bubbles of carbon dioxide that cling to the glass in pale young light white wine. This effervescence derives from fermentation and can be retained as a deliberate part of the wine’s style to give it zip (as in Portugal’s Vinho Verde, French Muscadet sur lie or Touraine Sauvignon, or Txakolí from Spain’s Basque Country). It can also be found in warmer-climate whites, with a little spritz added to the flavour by adjusting carbon dioxide levels just before bottling to convey freshness in low-acid wines.


If a red has distinct bubbles, it might be a sparkling Shiraz or Italian Lambrusco. If it is just a little spritz, it could have residual carbon dioxide at bottling, which helps freshness and gives lift, particularly with lighter reds like Gamay, but this can accentuate tannins. If the wine is fizzy, smells of yeast and is vinegary and sharp (indicating unwanted secondary fermentation), then it is flawed (see here).


LEGS / TEARS


The curious thin threads or droplets of wine that form inside the glass when it is swirled are not a sign of quality or a sign of high glycerol. Scientists have established that evaporating alcohol causes this, known as the Gibbs-Marangoni Effect, named after two 19th-century physicists. Legs form with the effect of fluid surface tension; wines with high alcohol (Port) or with high tannins show legs more easily, but the shape and texture of a glass can also have an effect. This can give you an indication of a wine’s structure, but not its quality.


COLOUR


It is best to order wines by their basic category (white, red, etc.) and then within that by shade. Colour can give an indication of grape and maturity, but not much about quality (see here).



WHITE WINE COLOUR


The colour of a white wine varies from almost water-white, to green-gold, through to deep-yellow.


FACTORS AFFECTING COLOUR IN WHITE WINE


Grape type: varies from deeper (Chardonnay) to lighter (Torrontés).


Climate: riper grapes grown in warmer climates give deeper colour.


Fruit intensity: can give deeper colour depending on the style.


Oak: fermentation and maturation in oak deepens colour in white wines.


Winemaking: lees ageing can protect a white wine from deepening in colour, whereas skin contact can have the opposite effect.


Age: white wines go darker with age, becoming gold and amber through oxidation.


Sweetness: some sweet German wines are pale in colour, whereas rich sweet styles of botrytis wine (Sauternes) are golden and darken with age due to caramelized sugars. A golden wine can still be dry (skin-contact orange wine; see here).




[image: Two tilted glasses of white wine. The wine in the glass on the left is pale gold in colour. The wine in the glass on the right is slightly darker.]


Sauvignon Blanc, 14-year gap in age; right shows oldest.





RED WINE COLOUR


The pulp inside a red grape is grey-white. The colour of red wine derives from anthocyanin (purple) and tannin (amber) pigments extracted from the skins during fermentation and maceration. Colour is extracted first, while tannins leach out later in the presence of alcohol. The level of colour depends on the length of the fermentation and maceration (see here). From deep purple (young) through ruby red to brick red, red wines gradually lose colour, developing a tawny rim. As the wine ages, anthocyanins and tannins polymerize (link up) until they eventually drop out as sediment.


FACTORS AFFECTING COLOUR IN RED WINE


Grape type: thicker-skinned grapes have higher levels of anthocyanins, giving deeper colour (Cabernet Sauvignon, Malbec); thinner-skinned grapes (Pinot Noir, Gamay) will be paler.


Climate: riper grapes grown in warmer climates give deeper colour.


Fruit intensity: can give deeper colour.


Oak & winemaking techniques: oak maturation can stabilize colour because of chemical changes, due to oak-derived tannins binding with anthocyanins.


Age: red wines lighten with age.




[image: Two tilted glasses of red wine. The wine in the glass on the left is lighter in colour and more transparent than the wine in the glass on the right.]


Pinot Noir, 10-year gap; right shows orange-brick rim of the older wine.







ARE OLDER WINES BETTER?


Some wines are made for early consumption; high-quality wines can improve with age (wine and storage depending); fine wines can need long bottle-ageing before they reach their peak.









SMELLING


Some tasters have an underdeveloped sense of smell that needs to be trained before they can put words to smells. Others may find this easier.


Wine experts use elaborate vocabulary, but remember it is perfectly possible for anyone to discern between thousands of everyday smells, and it’s the same for wine. Time is needed to unlock memory banks and stimulate brains to remember what else is hidden away. It’s also important to develop your own sense of smell and build your own personal memory bank, rather than relying on other people’s opinions.


It is possible to have aroma blind spots – for example, not being able to smell vanilla or truffle – but most of us have enough olfactory receptors to be able to identify wine-tasting aromas.


The first thing to remember is that wine doesn’t normally smell of grapes (as we know them), apart from Muscat (see here). Grapes often have similar volatile compounds to other fruits (raspberries, blackberries or gooseberries); and wines might have certain smells resulting from the fermentation or maturation process.


Using our sense of smell should become one of the most rewarding parts of the wine-tasting experience. We can tell so much from smelling, because much of what we think is taste is actually smell. All tastes (apart from the basic elements) are actually perceived as aromas by the receptor fibres (epithelium hairs) on the olfactory bulb at the top of our nose.


[image: Rose Murray Brown holds a glass of red wine by its stem close to her nose and smells the wine deeply.]


HOW SMELL WORKS


We smell several times in the act of tasting: initially when we sniff the wine, then when the wine warms up in the mouth and volatile aromas (composed of molecules) linger on the surfaces of the mouth and tongue, before filtering up the back of the mouth, which is known as the retronasal passage. This is why simply drinking (rather than tasting) is different, because without sniffing and enjoying the sensations of the wine through the nose, we do not fully appreciate flavour.


INFLUENCES ON SMELLS


Temperature can make a difference to how a wine smells: if the wine is warm, it vaporizes and gives off more aromas. Swirling and aeration motivate heavier molecules to rise up to your olfactory bulb. The shape and size of the glass can have a big impact too, and manufacturers produce numerous glasses to suit different grapes and styles. Personally, I prefer the universal glass, which works well across the board (see here). Remember, the first sniff is often the best, because your senses are at their most alert. Sense of smell can tire quickly, so be sure to take a break after several sniffs.


WHERE DO SMELLS COME FROM?


Grapes: The most obvious fruitier aromas (known as primary aromas) emerge from and just beneath the grape skins. White and red varieties vary widely in their aromatics – for example, Gewürztraminer and Sauvignon Blanc are pungently aromatic, while Chardonnay has gentler scents (see here). Aromas from grapes vary from floral fresh fruits and dried fruits, to spice and greener herbal notes. See the checklist for more detail.


Climate: The conditions in which a grape is grown make a big difference to the aromas. Warmer-climate wines (Chenin Blanc in South Africa) give riper, sweeter fruit notes in comparison to cooler-climate wines (Chenin Blanc in Loire, northern France). How the grower tends a vineyard with canopy and yield also makes a difference; excess canopy vegetation gives herby notes, while high-yielding wines have fewer aromas.


Vinification: How the wine is made affects its smell. Fermentation gives complex aromas (dairy-like, yeasty); if carried out in oak it leads to secondary aromas of vanilla and spice, whereas stainless steel retains the primary aromas of the grape.


Maturity: As a wine matures in bottle or cask, tertiary aromas develop. A wine’s bouquet can change as it ages, as esters form from acids and alcohols. Riesling can develop petrol aromas, Chenin Blanc honeyed aromas; Pinot Noir takes on barnyard notes, and Syrah more gamey, meaty tones, adding to the complexity of the wine.


[image: A row of photos of cherries, blackberries, hazelnuts, fresh herbs, honey in its comb, sliced limes, walnuts, dried herbs, plums and raspberries.]


HOW TO PUT WORDS TO SMELLS


It is best to use a checklist, so that when you sit down to taste a wine you have a list of all the possible smells. This can be an aroma wheel, your own checklist, or the list. Initially it’s much easier to pinpoint a smell this way rather than trying to pluck one out of your memory bank.


PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE


It is a good idea to smell the wine straight after you have looked at it, without swirling and aerating it. The lighter molecules will rise up first. If you then swirl it and sniff again, you will find heavier molecules emerge and mingle – particularly with more mature wines.





CHECKLIST OF AROMAS & FLAVOURS


Almond – Italian dry whites, Gamay.


Apple – varies from green apple in young whites with high malic acid, to apple blossom in young German Riesling and bruised apple in oxidized wines.


Apricot – Viognier, sweet Loire Chenin Blanc, Tokaji Aszú.


Asparagus – New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc with some age.


Banana – young Beaujolais or other carbonic-macerated reds (see here), Gewurztraminer.


Biscuity – bottle-aged Pinot Noir-dominant sparkling wine.


Blackcurrant – Cabernet Sauvignon.


Brioche – Champagne, both Chardonnay- and Pinot Noir-dominant.


Bubblegum – young Beaujolais or other carbonic-macerated reds.


Butter – Chardonnay, often caused by the malolactic process (see here).


Capsicum/bell pepper – New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc of the past.


Caramel – long-aged Tawny Port.


Cherry – red cherry in Pinot Noir, Zweigelt, Sangiovese; black-cherry notes indicate warmer-climate wine.


Cinnamon – ester (a volative compound that creates aroma) in bottle-aged whites like Gewurztraminer or Chardonnay, some Tawny Ports.


Citrus fruit – Chardonnay.


Cloves – emerges from new oak-aged wines, particularly American oak (from the eugenol aroma compound).


Earthy – like petrichor, the smell of soil or undergrowth after rain; often used to describe aged wine.


Elderflower – typical aroma of the Bacchus grape due to methoxypyrazines.


Eucalyptus – typically Australian Cabernet Sauvignon, Shiraz.


Farmyard – mature Pinot Noir.


Flinty – often used to describe crisp high-acid wines like Chablis or Sancerre.


Floral – typical in young Riesling, Gewurztraminer, Muscat, Torrontés, Moschofilero, or Nebbiolo; they contain terpenes giving aromas of flowers.


Gooseberry – typical in Sauvignon Blanc.


Grapefruit – often in German wines, Scheurebe in particular, occasionally in cool-climate Chardonnay.


Green peppers – Chilean Carmenère, in cooler vintages of Loire Cabernet Franc.


Honey – many sweet wines, including mature dry Riesling and Chenin Blanc.


Leather – some Southern Rhône reds.


Lemon – youthful dry whites.


Lime – good-quality Clare Valley, Eden Valley, Frankland River Rieslings.


Licorice – Cabernet Sauvignon, fortified wines.


Peach – Viognier, Chardonnay.


Pear – young fermented whites.


Pepper – Grüner Veltliner, Northern Rhône Syrah, Southern Rhône red blends.


Petrol – mature Riesling, identified as TDN.


Plum – young Merlot.


Raspberry – Pinot Noir, Gamay or Cabernet Franc.


Spice – Alsace Gewurztraminer, reds aged in American oak.


Toast – Chardonnay-based Champagne, sparkling wine.


Vanilla – typical in new-oak-matured wines.


Violets – Northern Rhône Syrah or Piedmont Nebbiolo.









TASTING


Every part of the tongue is sensitive to all five primary taste elements: sweet, sour, bitter, salt and umami.


It was once thought there were specific areas on the tongue that were more sensitive to each of the taste elements, but scientists have disproved that theory. Taste is perceived by four different types of papillae (little raised bumps) all over the tongue; one filiform type determines texture, while the others are crammed with cells able to differentiate between these basic elements. There are also taste buds in our cheeks, at the back of the throat and on the upper part of the food pipe.


Some of us are more sensitive than others to bitterness, sweetness, sourness and savouriness. This difference, often genetic, explains why we don’t all like the same types of wine. Scientists used to think that it was due to the number of papillae, but this has also been disproved and research is ongoing.




[image: Wine glasses are arranged on a table. Some of them contain red wines in different shades for sampling.]


Tastings are a great way to enhance knowledge and compare wines.





YOUR OWN TASTE-BUD MAP


Whatever causes your sensitivity, you need to get to know your own taste-bud map. The two most prominent primary elements in wine tasting are sweet and sour. To find out how these are perceived, it’s best to practise first without wine. Sample water, lime juice and sugared water separately to experience where you sense the elements of sweet and sour in your mouth. Then try putting a little lime juice into the sugared water to see how the two elements balance each other out. If plain alcohol (a good brand of unflavoured vodka) is then added to the first three samples, it shows how alcohol spreads around the tongue. Adding a little to the lime-and-sugar-water mix will give the sense of a bland version of wine, while also introducing how the balance of sugar (or fruit), acidity and alcohol become important. To experience tannins, take a sip of oversteeped tea – you will feel the drying sensation across your palate and gums.


ASSESSING A WINE


When wine tasting is put into practice, the initial focus is on these primary elements, or main focal points, and how they are perceived in the wine.


By working through these in the same manner as above, we can start to consider how the sweetness (fruit), acidity, alcohol and tannin in the wine relate to each other when assessing the overall balance of the wine (see also here).






FEELING


Using our sense of touch, we can explore the tactile sensations of a wine. This could include measuring the bubbles of a fizz to determine the size and aggression of the mousse in a sparkling wine. It can also help us determine if a wine is too cold or too warm, which might affect its flavour, or the weight of a wine, depending on its extract.


TEXTURE


These tactile sensations continue as the wine passes across the tongue, determining the texture of the wine – this is known as mouthfeel. For example, one wine could be soft and silky, another oily; while yet another might be coarse and drying. The texture of a wine can be understood better through the combination of structure, weight and length.




[image: A wine glass with a thin, narrow stem below a wide and curved base. The base tapers upwards to a narrower rim.]


Zalto Balance was the first glass designed to enhance wine structure.





STRUCTURE


The shape, size and type of acidity – often termed acid structure – is a helpful way of explaining the differences between grapes (see 1, 2). For red wines, the tannin structure is also key, but remember these can vary according to grape type, grape ripeness and wine maturity. By using our sense of touch, we can measure the amount and type of tannin and where you can feel it in the mouth (eg. gums or sides of mouth).


WEIGHT


A wine’s weight (or body) is related to extract – the measure of its concentration of flavour. This is dependent on the level of fruit, sweetness and alcohol in the wine, as well as its age. A wine with weight could be either a dry wine with high alcohol and intense fruit, or a lower-alcohol style, such as sweet wine, made from vines with low yields. Red wines usually have a higher extract, due to their higher phenolic content (anthocyanins, tannins and flavour compounds, see here), and have more weight than white wines. Mature wines tend to have less weight because extract precipitates out over time as sediment (see here).


LENGTH


Finally, we assess the aftertaste of a wine. Some wines taste ‘short’, indicating limited flavours reach your throat before they disperse. A finish measures the length of time you can still taste the wine after swallowing or spitting.


High-quality wine has a wide range of persistent tastes and flavours that reach back into the throat and linger. If there is alcohol burn or bitterness on the length, this indicates a less well-balanced wine.






THE LANGUAGE OF WINE


To help understand the elements in wine, each one is considered individually when tasting, and then together to see how they balance with one another.


BALANCE


This term is used to describe the harmony of all the elements in a wine. The alcohol strength, acidity, fruit, tannins and residual sugar meld together to create a seamless whole, with no one element dominating the palate.


ACIDITY


The sourness deriving from the acids present in wine is one of the primary elements sensed by taste buds in the mouth. Grapes have two main acids: tartaric and malic (lactic acid is produced by secondary malolactic fermentation, see here). Acidity is vitally important in a wine, acting as a backbone or framework to its structure, and is particularly relevant in white wines, which have no tannins. At high levels, acid can be tart and sour, while at low levels it can make a wine taste dull and flabby. Grapes grown in cooler climates have higher acid levels, whereas those from warmer climates are less acidic. (Tartaric acid is often adjusted.) Acidity is important for any wine’s balance, stability and preservation, also contributing to finesse.


ALCOHOL


This is created during fermentation, when grape sugars are converted by yeasts to alcohol. Levels are lower in wines produced in cooler climates (Mosel in Germany) and higher in wines from warmer climates (Barossa Valley in Australia). Alcohol helps spread flavours around in the mouth; it tastes hot, warm and sweet and is thick in texture.


RESIDUAL SWEETNESS


Natural grape sugar left after fermentation or any additions made before bottling is measured in grams per litre (g/l). Bone-dry would be 1 to 2g/l; it is rare to have 0g/l because yeasts cannot convert all sugars.


EU regulations stipulate: Dry up to 4g/l (up to 9g/l balanced with suitable acidity); medium-dry 4 to 12g/l; medium-sweet 12 to 45g/l; sweet 45g/l-plus. For sweet wine: Sauternes 125 to 165g/l; Tokaji Aszú 150 to 220g/l-plus; Essencia 450 to 900g/l.


TANNIN


Derived from the skins and pips of red grapes and new oak, tannins leave a dry puckering sensation in the mouth, rather like oversteeped tea. They can vary in strength (higher in thick-skinned Cabernet Sauvignon and lower in thinner-skinned Pinot Noir) and texture (soft, chalky, grippy or coarse) depending on the grape, winemaking decisions and influence of oak.


BITTERNESS


A bitter taste can come from unripe grape tannins, squashed pips and excess oak, and it gives a pricking sensation on the tongue. However, it can also be appealing on the finish of some Italian reds.


SALTY


A taste is rarely found in wine, unless the vineyard is right next to the sea or the soils have a salinity issue.


UMAMI


Few wines have a specific umami-savoury taste (often found in Parmesan cheese or soy sauce), because it mingles with the other primary tastes.




CAN RED WINE EVER BE CHILLED?


Light reds with soft tannins and refreshing acidity (Gamay, Pinot Noir, Frappato, Kadarka, Mencía, Cabernet Franc) can benefit from being served slightly cool. A 20-minute chill in the fridge enhances their fruitiness and makes them more appetizing on a warm evening.








FURTHER TASTING TERMINOLOGY EXPLAINED


Acetic – smells of acetic acid (vinegar); main component of volatile acidity.


Aftertaste – same as a wine’s finish.


Aromatic – high level of aromas; can be spicy or floral.


Astringency – dryness caused by tannins; particularly noticeable in skin-contact wines (see here).


Austere – found in very youthful wines with high tannin that require ageing.


Body – weight on mid-palate; referring to alcohol level and extract.


Concentrated – generous levels of fruit and extract.


Creamy – good-quality wine, either in reds or lees-aged whites; also describes mousse of well-made fizz.


Crisp – refreshing note from high acidity in young dry whites.


Definition – quality-focused wine.


Drying – fading fruit, freshness; mouth left dry.


Extract – derived from winemaking; gives rich concentrated wines that can add to quality – though not if wine has too much tannin.


Fragrant – floral-scented bouquet.


Green – refers to the use of unripe grapes.


Grip – type of tannin found in reds (Malbec or Touriga Nacional).


Intensity – good concentration and depth of fruit.


Jammy – overripeness from a hot climate.


Juicy – delicious mouthwatering sensation; a type of acid.


Leesy – contact with the dead yeast cells after fermentation; a popular method of adding creamy complexity to whites (Muscadet sur lie).


Length – mid-palate depth and the length of aftertaste (finish).


Limpid – clear white wines.


Malic – sharp appley acidity; varies with variety and decreases with ripening.


Mature – ready to drink.


Minerally – used to describe aroma, flavour and texture; geologists agree there is no direct connection between flavour of wine and soil or rock minerals.


Mouthfeel – texture.


Oaky – wine fermented and/or aged in oak barrel.


Oily – viscosity; occasionally in Gewurztraminer, Viognier and Sémillon, and some sweet wines.


Palate – how wine feels in mouth.


Racy – higher-acid wines showing energy and refreshment.


Round – soft, broad feeling on the palate.


Short – disappointing aftertaste.


Smooth – ripe, silky tannin texture.


Spritzy – hint of carbon dioxide; a prickle on the tongue.


Steely – sinewy type of high acidity in good-quality white wine.


Struck match – found in young wines produced by free sulphur; swirl the glass to diffuse.


Structure – implies wine with solidity.


Tannic – too much tannin giving astringency.


Typicity – shows authentic character of the grape, region or vintage.


Velvety – smooth silky texture; type of tannin (Pinot Noir).


Volatile – too much acetic acid; sour taste – a flaw (see here).


Yeasty – bouquet of a traditional-method fizz.


Zesty – fresh youthful white with high acid and juicy ripe fruit (New Zealand whites).









SERVING & STORING


Now that we have learned the basics of tasting, it is time to look more closely at the ideal serving temperature, glassware, storage and any faults we might find, as well as how to interpret labels and bottle shapes.






	SERVING TEMPERATURES







	WINE STYLE


	TEMP °C


	TEMP °F


	NOTES







	Sparkling wine


	4.5 to 8


	40 to 46


	Serving fizz well chilled keeps the bubbles longer; serving for tasting analysis, use higher end of range







	Crisp delicate white


	7 to 10


	45 to 50


	Cool temperatures enliven fruit and freshness; serving for tasting analysis, use higher end of range







	Full rich white


	8 to 15


	46 to 59


	Wines like Sauvignon Blanc with higher acidity can be served cooler; fuller-bodied premium Chardonnays can be served in the upper range







	Soft juicy red


	10 to 15


	50 to 59


	if you need to cool a red, pop it into the fridge for 20 minutes; medium-bodied reds can be 12.5 to 15°C (54.5 to 59°F)







	Full rich red


	15 to 18


	59 to 64


	Never put the bottle near a heat source to warm up; bring to appropriate temperature slowly







	Light delicate rosé


	7 to 10


	45 to 50


	Provence, Loire







	Full rich rosé


	11 to 13


	52 to 55


	Tavel, Cerasuolo d'Abruzzo, Navarra







	Orange wine (light)


	10 to 12


	50 to 54


	England, Romania







	Orange wine (medium and full)


	14 to 15


	57 to 59


	Languedoc, Greece, Georgia







	Medium-sweet and sweet wine


	6 to 8


	43 to 46


	A cooler temperature makes sweetness seem less cloying







	Fino Sherry


	5 to 7


	41 to 45


	Same for Manzanilla Sherry







	Oloroso Sherry


	11 to 14


	52 to 57


	Same for Amontillado and Palo Cortado







	Tawny Port


	11 to 14


	52 to 57


	Same for Sercial and Verdelho Madeira







	LBV / Vintage Port


	16 to 18


	61 to 64


	Same for Bual and Malmsey Madeira












TEMPERATURE & OPENING


To enjoy wine at its best, you need to serve it at its ideal temperature. Serving too cold can reduce aromas and kill flavours, but it can make a less palatable wine seem more refreshing. Served too warm, the wine can lack definition and freshness.


GETTING THE RIGHT TEMPERATURE


The key is to get it just right, but you don’t need a temperature gauge; it’s mostly common sense. You can feel the bottle in your hand to check if it is cool or warm enough. It’s always best to start cooler; you can warm the wine by cupping your hands around the glass for a few seconds once poured. And remember that ’room temperature’ is now meaningless, since it is usually cooler than many centrally heated homes.


USEFUL COOLING AIDS


Fridge: slower, but effective.


Ice bucket with ice: quicker and works best if cold water is added.


Rapid Ice sleeve: quicker than the fridge or ice bucket; maintains temperature during serving.


RECOMMENDED CORKSCREWS


Laguiole 1, Pulltap, Screwpull.


For opening multiple bottles: use a lever corkscrew or electric wine opener (these can be a bit noisy and need batteries recharged).


For opening an old wine with a crumbling cork: use a two-pronged cork retriever, called a Butler’s Thief 2.


SERVING QUANTITIES


1 x 75cl bottle gives 6 glasses or 15 tasting samples.


SERVING ORDER


White before red, light before heavy, young before old, dry before sweet.


[image: A Laguiole, comprising a screw and a blade in a case, and a Butler’s Thief, comprising a two-pronged cork retriever with a cover, are on display.]






THE UNIVERSAL GLASS


There is a proliferation of glass manufacturers bringing out ever more exotically shaped and expensive glasses to suit and flatter every wine style. However there is nothing more useful for the wine-lover than one fine glass that fits all.


I am a big fan of what is known today as the universal glass. This is a glass designed to flatter all the wine styles – white, rosé, red, sparkling, sweet and fortified. There are all kinds of claims from glass manufacturers that their product can enhance a wine – but who has room in their cupboards, or budget, to buy a glass for every grape variety or wine style?


HISTORY


Glassmaking dates back to ancient civilizations, but glassware suitable for wine with a bowl, stem and base started to emerge in Venice in the 1400s. In the 19th and early 20th centuries it went through a decorative phase; beautiful glasses for collecting and displaying, but not appropriate for analysing wine.


The pioneer of modern wine glassware was Riedel (established in 1756) in Austria, which developed the first machine-made glass, based on different grape varieties, in the mid-1980s. Now Riedel has plenty of competition.


FUNCTIONAL & VERSATILE


All you need is one glass. It should be a plain (clear, not coloured), stemmed glass that is not too thick and weighty, large enough to enable you to swirl the wine and with a tapering bowl to concentrate aromas. My preferred all-rounder for large tasting events is Riedel Restaurant Riesling/Zinfandel. The ISO glass, which was scientifically designed in 1970 to suit all wine styles, is too small, making it difficult to nose and to direct wine onto the palate.


When tasting at home, I use more sophisticated alternatives that do a better job as a universal glass – my current favourites are Jancis Robinson x Richard Brendon Original and Gabriel-Glas StandArt. There is no doubt that the size and shape of the bowl affect how the bouquet is perceived – though a universal glass that fits one person might not suit another. There are plenty on the market to choose from. Just remember that if you’re comparing wines against each other, it’s a good idea to use the same glass.


SETTING THE TABLE


Many people like to set their dinner tables with smaller white and larger red glasses. This is fine – Zalto White Wine and Zalto Burgundy work well and look the part. When it comes to serving sparkling wine, the flute might be aesthetically pleasing with the rise of bubbles, but the best glass option is Riedel’s Veritas Champagne.


CLEANING & CARE


I recommend handwashing these universal glasses, particularly finer ones, in warm water with a mild detergent (although manufacturers state they are dishwasher-friendly). To remove red stains, use a cleaning brush – and invest in a dedicated microfibre glass-cleaning cloth for polishing (Riedel or Richard Brendon).


THE TASTE TEST


To assess this glassware, I conducted a blind tasting (blindfolded), sampling four wines in all of the glasses seen here – Chilean Sauvignon Blanc, South African Cabernet Franc, Oloroso Sherry and Non-Vintage Champagne. The following notes describe the results.


1 Riedel Restaurant Riesling/Zinfandel: Machine-blown and sturdy; enhanced fruity aromas in the white and red, but the finish was not as long; the fizz and the Sherry showed better.


2 Jancis Robinson x Richard Brendon Precision: Machine-blown with heavier feel than the Original; robust, but still attractive with a fine rim and tulip-shaped bowl; good for everyday use.


3 Jancis Robinson x Richard Brendon Original: Mouth-blown, feather-light, fine, delicate rim; quite fragile for everyday use; best with the white wine and fizz – but strong contender for the best universal choice.


4 Zalto Denk Art Universal: Mouth-blown, angular, deep-bowled; looks the part, but the aromas are slightly muted in comparison to the other glasses; better on the palate, enhancing the fruit and concentration; good for fuller wines.


5 Gabriel-Glas StandArt: Machine-blown, very shapely bowl, designed to enhance the aromas and flatter the palate; worked well with all the wine styles; also try Gabriel’s exquisite mouth-blown Gold Edition.


6 Riedel Veritas Champagne: Machine-blown; the bowl is more egg-shaped than a normal flute, which enhances the wine’s complexity.


[image: A row of six wine glasses on display. The wine glasses have stems of varying thickness and bases and rims of different sizes.]






HOW LONG TO KEEP WINE


Most wines are made for early drinking and are best drunk within one or two years of the vintage to enjoy their fruity freshness.


A GENERAL GUIDE TO LONGEVITY


Sparkling wine: drink young.


Premium sparkling wine & Champagne: can improve with two to three years’ bottle-age.


Rosé: drink young; few are made for ageing.


Crisp delicate whites: drink young.


Aromatic whites: mostly at best drunk young, but Riesling (particularly German, with its fine acidity) and Alsace Gewurztraminer and Pinot Gris can benefit from bottle maturity.


Full rich whites: premium Loire Chenin Blanc, white Burgundies (particularly Grand Cru Chablis), oaked white Bordeaux, Hunter Valley Semillon and most white Rhône (except Condrieu, which is best young) will benefit from age. Generally, the more expensive the wine, the longer it should last (ten years for Premier Cru or Grand Cru white Burgundy).


Soft juicy reds: usually best drunk young (Frappato, Gamay, Kadarka); top Beaujolais crus, premium Pinot Noir and Merlot can age.


Full rich reds: more robust, so can last (Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Nebbiolo, Saperavi, Malbec).


Premium full rich reds: often sold to the customer before they are ready to drink or have reached their peak (Classed Growth Bordeaux, Barolo, Chianti Classico, top Hermitage, Côte-Rôtie or Châteauneuf-du-Pape), so will benefit from long bottle-age (10 years plus). This will depend on the vintage however.


Sweet wines: many late-harvest wines are best drunk young, but botrytized dessert wines (Sauternes, Barsac, Tokaji) and premium Loire sweet wines can age well, thanks to their acidity.


Port: all Tawnies and LBV Ruby are ready to drink when bottled; Vintage Port is made for longer bottle-ageing (20 years plus, vintage depending).


Sherry: Fino and Manzanilla should be drunk young, whereas premium Amontillado, Oloroso and Pedro Ximénez can age well.


Madeira: most are ready to drink when bottled (and can last months once the bottle is open). Due to its high acidity, premium (vintage) Madeira is capable of great longevity.


MONITORING TIP


If you buy a case of wine, you can monitor how the wine is evolving, but bear in mind that it goes through different stages in its development. Initially attractively forward, it can then go into a dumb phase (sometimes a decade for Classed Growth Bordeaux) before reaching its peak.


STORING TIPS


° A cool dark place (not too dry) with no artificial light since it can damage a wine (see lightstrike, here). Temperature-wise, it should be constant (7 to 14°C/45 to 57°F) without any variations of hot and cold, because this will prematurely age a wine.
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