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To G, my favourite person to share a glass with, and to Izzy and Theo, for when you are old enough to join in the fun ;)
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INTRODUCTION


For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved the ceremony of wine: selecting the wine, choosing the glassware, carefully opening the bottle, that initial sound of the first pour, the clink of the glasses — and that moment of suspense before taking a sip.


I love wine because it’s about people, places and shared experiences. It can be enjoyed in many different contexts: to mark the end of a busy working day; to add a convivial touch to get-togethers with family, friends or business associates; to enhance a tasty meal; to celebrate life’s special moments.


Grapes have been made into wine for several millennia. When we see a shiny bottle in a shop or restaurant it can be easy to forget that wine begins its life so humbly as fruit in a vineyard. Today wine is made in countries across the globe, from thousands of grape varieties in hundreds of styles. You could try a new wine every day for the rest of your life and barely scratch the surface.


Wine and wine people can seem a bit serious. But it’s not all like that, I promise! My approach focuses on wine as a pleasurable sensory experience that’s open to everyone. We can all pause for a moment and share common flavour descriptors for the wine that we’re savouring — blackcurrant, violet, vanilla — and over time, we recognize patterns and take pleasure in subtle differences. Of course, wine is delicious, but it’s also an absorbing interest and hobby because it’s so much more than just a drink; it’s inseparable from the best things in life — food, travel, culture, history and tradition.


I want to help you love wine; to discover the wines you like, how to talk about them, serve them and pair them with food. This book breaks down how to taste and describe wine, introduces key grapes and styles, has a dedicated food and wine pairing section with inspiration and recipes, and contains simple nuggets of helpful information to make buying and serving wine fun.


So grab a glass, open a bottle of something tasty and let’s discover the world of wine together.
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A SENSORY APPROACH TO WINE
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THE LANGUAGE OF WINE


The language of wine can be confusing, esoteric and sometimes just plain bizarre. Some words seem overly technical, others seem abstract and obscure. Where’s the best place to start? Is there a simple way of learning how to taste and talk about wine? And how do you build a repertoire of words to describe different wines?


Fear not! This section of the book will give you the tools to taste wine like a pro and talk confidently about the different elements of a wine. We will go through the key steps of wine tasting, explain some of the more technical language about body and texture, tannin, acidity, sweetness, alcohol and bubbles, and take a sensory approach to describing aromas, flavours and the mouthfeel of a wine.
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WINE AND OUR SENSES


Wine has a magical ability to engage all our senses:


[image: Illustration] Sight: The spectrum of colours.


[image: Illustration] Smell: The range of aromas.


[image: Illustration] Taste: The variety of flavours.


[image: Illustration] Touch: The mouthfeel.


[image: Illustration] Sound: The sound of wine being poured and the stories behind the label.


Each of us has a vast library of useful sensory descriptors at our disposal when discussing wine. Our life experiences and the subjectivity of our sensory perception make for a unique and constantly evolving appreciation of every bottle.




Key:


In this book, the names of grape varieties (such as SAUVIGNON BLANC and PINOT NOIR) and wine regions (such as SANCERRE and BURGUNDY) are emboldened in the text. The wine regions are in italics, to set them apart from the grape varieties.





UNTANGLING THE LANGUAGE OF WINE


One of the challenges of talking about wine is that, at its core, wine is a personal experience — we all encounter it slightly differently. There are some elements that we can make more objective statements about, for example, how sweet a wine is, as the level of sweetness can be measured. But when it comes to talking about smell and taste, things can be far more subjective. Depending on your personal preferences, what smells inviting to me might smell less so to you. Certain expressions of SAUVIGNON BLANC can display attractive garden-herb qualities to some people, but unfortunately smell like cat pee to others. Other aromas are less polarizing but we may interpret them differently, so what smells like apple to me might smell like pear to you. What reminds you of coffee, may smell more like chocolate to me. And so on…


How do we get around the issue of subjectivity and our personal experiences when it comes to aromas and flavours? Well, there’s no easy fix, but the aroma and flavour wheel is a helpful starting point for categorizing some of the most common aromas and flavours found in wine, using widely understood descriptors.






HOW TO TASTE WINE LIKE A PRO


There are four key steps to tasting wine like a pro. The first is to use your sense of sight to gather what you can from a wine’s appearance. This is followed by smell to assess its aromas, taste to consider its flavours and touch to think about how it feels.


Going through these steps might not always be feasible or appropriate in every circumstance (I get that), but it’s a great idea to adopt this process when trying a wine for the first time so that you can understand your wine preferences by thinking about the different elements. With practice, you’ll be able to do all these steps subtly and discreetly without making a show. But believe me, we’ve all had our fair share of swirling spills in our time.
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Sight


To assess a wine’s colour, hold the glass at an angle over a plain surface (like a white tablecloth) so that you can see how the colour changes from the core of the wine to the rim. Natural daylight or bright lighting is best so that you can fully see the colour of the wine and its translucency.
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Smell


Take an initial smell of the wine by placing your nose carefully a few centimetres from the wine. Then, give the wine a gentle swirl in the glass and smell it again to take in the aromas. The reason we swirl is to allow for some oxygen contact with the wine, which opens up the aromas. You may notice that different aromas pop out of the glass and become more intense after swirling.
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Taste


Take a sip and work the wine around your mouth. Almost chew it and draw in a little air for added oxygen contact to release all the flavours in your mouth. Consider the flavours at the beginning and on the finish, and whether the sensation is more drying or sweet.
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Touch


By working the wine around your mouth you will appreciate its mouthfeel and get a sense of its body and texture, tannin, acidity, alcohol and bubbles.


Let’s dive into each of these steps further…






SIGHT


Engaging our sight adds to the full experience of wine tasting. Just as we eat first with our eyes, we drink first with our eyes too — we are attracted to certain colours and tones.


Beyond the obvious (white, red or rosé, still or sparkling), we can tell a lot about a wine from just the way it looks:


[image: Illustration] Colour and age of the wine: Many young white wines are light-to-medium yellow in colour and, as they age, they may become a richer yellow or golden colour. Young red wines are often a light-to-deep red colour (some may even have a purple tinge) and as they age, they may become a brick-like or reddish-brown colour.


[image: Illustration] Colour and grape variety: Certain grape varieties can produce wines with distinctive colours. Thin-skinned red varieties, such as GRENACHE and PINOT NOIR, typically produce lighter-coloured and more translucent wines, whereas thick-skinned varieties, such as CABERNET SAUVIGNON and SYRAH (often known as SHIRAZ in the New World), produce deeper-coloured and more opaque wines. MALBEC is known for producing distinctive purple-hued wines and thin-skinned NEBBIOLO commonly turns a garnet colour after just a few years in the bottle.


[image: Illustration] Colour and style of wine: Oaked, full-bodied white wines often have a deeper colour than unoaked, light wines. Sweet white wines can vary from pale yellow through to a deep-golden amber colour. Lighter-coloured, translucent red wines often indicate that the style is lighter-bodied and lower in alcohol — but note there are exceptions, such as NEBBIOLO and GRENACHE, which may give you a surprise. Deep-coloured reds may indicate a fuller-bodied, higher alcohol wine, such as CABERNET SAUVIGNON.
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Wine Doctor


HELP! Is my wine OK?


Q My wine is brown. Does that mean it is past its best?


That depends on the wine. Some wines are meant to be brown, including some fortified wines, such as certain styles of sherry and tawny port. But for the majority of wines, a brown colour indicates that the wine is oxidized — a series of chemical reactions have occurred as a result of the wine coming into contact with air. So if you find a bottle of PINOT GRIGIO or SAUVIGNON BLANC with a brown tinge at the back of your cupboard, then I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye and pour that down the sink. Some red wines that are meant for long-term ageing, such as quality wines from BORDEAUX or BAROLO, will develop a garnet hue over time, but once a wine has turned a dominant brown colour it’s likely to indicate the wine is past its best.


Q My wine is hazy. What’s wrong with it?


Most wines will be free from any haziness thanks to fining and filtration practices in the winery. Fining seeks to remove large unwanted particles that could negatively affect the aromas and flavours of the wine, while filtration further clarifies the wine so it’s an appealing, clear liquid. However, some winemakers believe that overly fining and filtering a wine removes some of its character, so they may choose not to employ these practices, or apply them only lightly. As a result, their wines might have a slightly cloudy or hazy appearance, which tends to be more noticeable in white or rosé wines, given their translucency. Many good-quality through to fine wines are made like this, so haziness doesn’t necessarily indicate a problem with a wine.


Q My wine has tiny crystals in it. What are they?


Keep calm! The little crystals you may notice on a cork or at the bottom of the wine bottle are tartrates, a completely natural by-product of wine as it ages. Known affectionately as ‘wine diamonds’, they are commonplace and do not emit aromas or flavours. Some winemakers choose to force these crystals to develop earlier in the winemaking process so that they can remove them before bottling. However, many winemakers choose not to do this. The crystals will not harm the wine, so you can gently reassure your guests if there is any commotion.


Q My wine has sediment in it. Can I still drink it?


Like wine crystals, sediment in wine is a normal and natural by-product, but it does have a grainy and gritty texture that can make the wine unpleasant to drink — a bit like coffee granules that have escaped the filter, which is never a pleasant experience. If you have a wine with a lot of sediment, you can use a decanter to help separate it from the wine, or otherwise just be careful not to pour out the end of the bottle, as it contains most of the sediment.


[image: Illustration]









SMELL AND TASTE


Smell and taste are the primary senses engaged in drinking wine. Some aromas and flavours may remind you of fruit, herbs and flowers, but they may also be evocative of places, people and occasions, as wine has a special way of unlocking memories and experiences. The range and complexity of aromas and flavours found in a glass of wine are what elevate it from a simple alcoholic beverage to a unique and charming sensory experience.


Physiologically, smell and taste are two different senses, but they are linked. Don’t underestimate the power of your nose when it comes to tasting wine. It often takes the lead in anticipating how something will taste — and of course a blocked nose can have a disastrous impact on your taste perception of wine in the same way that it can for your food.


Try this: Next time you have a glass in front of you, take a sip, then another sip while holding your nose. You’ll notice when you hold your nose that the flavours don’t seem as powerful. This is because when you taste food or wine, olfactory receptors in your nose send messages to your brain at the same time as receptors on your tongue. The receptors in the nose intensify the tasting experience, so if these are blocked, a wine’s flavours will seem muted.


WHY DO WE SMELL WINE BEFORE TASTING IT?


The primary purpose of smelling a wine after it’s been poured (and before tasting it) is to check whether there are any defects or problems with the wine, most of which we can detect with our nose without even needing to take a sip. Some of the smells that indicate an issue are:


[image: Illustration] wet cardboard, mustiness (corked or cork taint).


[image: Illustration] vinegar (oxidized).


[image: Illustration] stale fruit or lacking in fruit (oxidized).


[image: Illustration] nutty and cooked fruit (oxidized or damaged from heat exposure).


[image: Illustration] any other potent unattractive smell.


Where it can get a bit tricky is that certain aromas can smell off-putting to some individuals, but this may be a personal preference as opposed to indicating a problem with the wine. Some unusual smells may be deliberate stylistic choices made by the winemaker that some people have greater sensitivity to than others. Some of these less appetizing aromas might blow off after a wine has been opened and exposed to oxygen for a short while. At other times, unappealing aromas may stick around and suggest a problem with the wine, or that it’s not to your liking. Some of the more ambiguous aromas can smell of eggs, varnish, animals, stewed fruit, a struck match or a dominant nuttiness.


If you’re in a restaurant or bar and unsure if there is a problem with your wine, check with your waiter or sommelier. If you’ve purchased a wine from a specialist wine shop, contact them and ask for advice. In other circumstances, if the wine isn’t to your liking, don’t force yourself to drink it — after all, wine should be a pleasurable experience.
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Aroma and flavour wheel


There are many categories of aromas and flavours that can be appreciated in wine, which can broadly be attributed to:


[image: Illustration] the particular grape variety.


[image: Illustration] the fermentation process.


[image: Illustration] the type of vessel used in winemaking (an oak barrel, for example) and other winemaking techniques.


[image: Illustration] ageing the wine.


The aroma and flavour wheel displays many of the typical aromas and flavours found in wine, using examples that are widely recognized and easily understood, making it a great starting point for describing a wine to others.


Generally, more simple wines will have aromas and flavours from one or a couple of the categories. More complex wines will span several different categories in the wheel, and the flavours will persist on the palate for longer, which is referred to as a 'long finish'.


Winemaking vessels and techniques can contribute to aromas and flavours in the nutty, spice, wood, dairy and bread categories.


With age, a wine can develop aromas and flavours in the sweet, nutty, smoke, earth and stewed/dried fruit categories.
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Aromas and flavours



Q What is a dry wine?


When it comes to wine, dry is the opposite of sweet — it means there is no sugar, or only a tiny amount, present in the wine. The naturally present sugars in the grape will have been converted into alcohol and carbon dioxide during the fermentation process (see here for more about this). Wines can be made at all sorts of sweetness levels, from what is described as bone dry (very dry) all the way through to lusciously sweet (see here for more detail).


Q What is a sweet wine?


Have you ever smelled a white wine bursting with fruit aromas and then taken a sip only to notice that it doesn’t leave a sweet taste in your mouth? This is in essence the difference between a fruity wine as opposed to a sweet wine. A fruity wine displays well-defined fruit flavours on the nose and palate but doesn’t have any (or only a small amount of) sugar actually present in the wine. The best way of detecting whether a wine is dry or sweet is by thinking about the finish — is the lasting sensation more drying or is it sweet? I often use the analogy of fruit teas when thinking about this. For example, strawberry tea triggers your brain into thinking you’re about to try something sweet, but when you take a sip, it has all the flavour of strawberry, but none of the sweetness on the finish.


Q What happens to aromas and flavours as a wine ages?


Most wines are intended to be drunk within a year or two of being made. After this time, they begin to lose their aromas, flavours and freshness and start to taste muted and stale. A small number of wines benefit from ageing, their character positively evolving over time. Looking at the flavour wheel, some of the attractive and complex aromas and flavours that can develop through ageing are those in the sweet, nutty, smoke, earth and stewed/dried fruit categories. A wine’s texture can develop positively through the ageing process; wines with high levels of tannin and acidity will soften over time and become better integrated with the flavours on the palate for an overall more balanced feel.






BUILDING YOUR WINE VOCABULARY


Before I took my first wine-tasting exam, my tutor suggested in the weeks prior to the assessment that I should practise tasting wine with a buddy and make an effort every day to acknowledge the aromas and flavours I encountered to expand my sensory library of descriptors. Now, I’m not suggesting you need to be part of a wine-tasting group or begin a smelling or tasting expedition to enjoy wine as a hobby. But talking to others and being aware of the different aromas and flavours that crop up in everyday life are simple ways of building your wine vocabulary and sensory library.


TWO PALATES ARE BETTER THAN ONE


I’ve found tasting wine with another person or in a group fun, sociable and a brilliant way of learning more about different wines. There have been many occasions where a specific aroma or flavour has been on the tip of my tongue, but I haven’t quite worked out what it is — step in my tasting partner or group, who have helped me work it out. Hearing other people’s suggestions can help you find words to describe your own experience and can also give you someone else’s perspective on aromas and flavours that you may not have considered, so broadening your overall tasting experience.



AROMAS AND FLAVOURS IN EVERYDAY LIFE


We encounter many different objects, places and foods in daily life that can help us build our repertoire of words to describe wine. When opportunities arise naturally, such as when making coffee, baking a cake or buying fruit and vegetables, take a moment to appreciate those items. You’ll begin to be more aware of subtle aromatic nuances, such as those between lemon and lime, coconut and vanilla, or clove and cinnamon. And you’ll be surprised by how many of these items you’ll begin to pick out in your wines as you add to your aroma and flavour memory bank.
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TOUCH


When we taste wine, not only do we appreciate its flavours but also how it feels. Let’s look further at the key sensations we feel on our palate: body and texture, tannin, acidity, sweetness, alcohol and bubbles.


BODY AND TEXTURE


Body is the weight of a wine and texture is the sensation of the wine. Light-bodied wines have a consistency closer to water, whereas full-bodied wines have more weight, like full-fat milk. Medium-bodied wines sit at varying levels in between those bookends. Lighter-bodied wines tend to be easier to drink, whereas fuller-bodied wines have a more ample consistency, so tend to be drunk more slowly. So, when considering the body of a wine, think about both how heavy it feels in your mouth and how easy it is to drink. Wines with higher levels of alcohol will often be fuller-bodied than those with lower levels of alcohol, as will wines with higher levels of sugar compared to their lower-sugar counterparts (but note there are some exceptions). Oak use during winemaking can also contribute to the weight of a wine and its tannin content (see opposite). Tannin provides texture to a wine, but winemaking techniques, such as malolactic conversion and lees ageing, can also add to texture (see here).


[image: Illustration] Grapes with a light body: White grape PINOT GRIGIO and red grape PINOT NOIR.


[image: Illustration] Grapes with a medium body: White grape SAUVIGNON BLANC and red grape CABERNET FRANC.


[image: Illustration] Grapes with a full body: White grape CHARDONNAY (oaked) and red grape CABERNET SAUVIGNON.
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TANNIN


Tannin contributes a drying and gripping sensation — it has a bitterness that feels a bit mouth-puckering, like drinking a very strong cup of black tea. Tannin comes from the skins of the grape, so in most cases we only refer to tannin in red wines, as white winemaking uses only the pulp of a grape. Some red wines (for example, certain styles of CABERNET SAUVIGNON) can be very tannic in their youth, but the tannins will soften over time, which is one of the reasons why some wines benefit from ageing. The texture of tannins will depend on the grape variety and other factors, such as where the wine is grown, how it is made or the vintage (note that oak use in winemaking can also contribute to tannin). When thinking about the nature of the tannins, consider whether they feel light and silky, smooth and velvety, fine and firm, or powerful and gripping. We all have different tolerances and preferences — some people like the feel of a grippy tannic wine, whereas others prefer light and silky tannins; or, if you’re like me, it depends on the time, occasion and what I am eating. High-tannin wines work especially well with meat dishes, as they bind to proteins and fat, which soften them.


[image: Illustration] Red grapes with low tannins: PINOT NOIR and GAMAY.


[image: Illustration] Red grapes with medium tannins: MERLOT and GRENACHE.


[image: Illustration] Red grapes with high tannins: NEBBIOLO and CABERNET SAUVIGNON.


ACIDITY


Acid is found in a grape’s pulp and is essential for producing wines that taste well-balanced. A wine can feel flat and lacklustre if there is not enough acidity to keep the flavours feeling fresh. Acidity is especially important in sweet wines as it balances the high sugar content, without which a sweet wine would feel cloying and flabby (that ‘meh’ sensation on the palate). Acidity in wine naturally makes our mouth water after we have taken a sip, so even though we may not notice the acidity in some wines, our salivary glands will be the giveaway. Acidity is important in red wines, too, for balance, and is also a key attribute for helping a wine to age, as it has preservative qualities.


[image: Illustration] Grapes with lower levels of acidity: White grape VIOGNIER and red grape GRENACHE.


[image: Illustration] Grapes with higher levels of acidity: White grapes RIESLING and SAUVIGNON BLANC and red grapes PINOT NOIR and SANGIOVESE.



SWEETNESS


Sweetness is the amount of sugar in a wine and it is best detected in the finish. Sweetness is closely related to aroma and flavour and to the body of a wine (see here). At one end of the spectrum, we have bone-dry wines with no detectable sweetness, and at the other end, we have very sweet wines with extremely high levels of sugar. Like tannin and acidity, high levels of sugar can also help a wine to age. We sense sweetness most notably on the tip of our tongue.


[image: Illustration] Bone dry: No detectable sweetness.


[image: Illustration] Dry: Little-to-no detectable sweetness.


[image: Illustration] Off-dry: A small amount of sweetness.


[image: Illustration] Medium-dry to medium-sweet: Discernible sweetness.


[image: Illustration] Sweet: Distinctive sweetness.


[image: Illustration] Lusciously sweet: Extremely high levels of sweetness.


ALCOHOL


Alcohol is produced during fermentation and gives a warming sensation on our palates. It is measured as alcohol-by-volume (ABV) and is presented as a percentage on the label of a bottle. Well-made wines seek to integrate alcohol seamlessly, to avoid that burn and so that it isn’t a defining characteristic. Most still wines sit within 10—15% ABV but there are some examples lower and higher than this typical range. Fortified wines have alcohol added to them and are usually within 15—22% ABV.
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