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introduction

THE BENEFIT$ OF BEING “CHEAP”

Welcome to the world of Mr. Cheap! What exactly does my world entail? In short, drinking great wines at bargain-basement prices—yes, that is possible, I promise.

I know how your typical wine shopping trip unfolds—you enter a liquor store to buy a bottle of wine for a friend's dinner party. You want something that tastes good—but you can't afford to spend a fortune. You scan hundreds of bottles, aisle after aisle…how should you choose? By grape type? By vineyard location? By label design? Should you immediately pick a wine priced at the top of your budget (because it must taste better, of course)?

Relax. I'm here to help you avoid that moment of panic and find a cheap bottle of wine that you won't be embarrassed to buy or serve. Although the word cheap can have negative connotations, I actually embrace the word. After all, I may be cheap, but I'm not someone who settles for wine that's barely drinkable just because it's inexpensive. No, no, no—I like high-quality wine but I am also a smart shopper. I eschew people who become wine snobs and then recklessly spend more than they need to on wine just to impress their neighbors, guests, or clients. The wine I buy is just as good as what they buy—but it's a fraction of the cost.

After years of extensive research (and a hangover or two), I have developed a strategy for buying wine that allows me to enjoy great wines but still pay my mortgage. And guess what? It's not very difficult. You don't need to travel far and wide. You don't need a tastevin, one of those big, shiny shallow cups that wine stewards in restaurants wear around their necks. You just need to know a little bit about wine—how it's made, where it's made, and how it's priced.

Luckily for you and me, the number of wine producers has more than quadrupled in the last twenty years and new wineries are springing up around the world—making it very possible to expand your wine repertoire but not spend a fortune. Want an amazing bottle of Champagne for around $10? See page 217. Need a great Cabernet Sauvignon for under $20? See pages 107, 124, and 147. This book is full of all kinds of insider tips and tricks to help you recognize terrific deals when you see them.

Try to learn as much as possible about wine—a savvy buyer is an educated buyer. And an educated buyer gets the best deals! I want you to become so adept in the world of wines that you'll be able to score wine that tickles the palette, impresses your guests, and doesn't flatten your wallet.

Without further ado, let's get to it. Bottoms up!


chapter 1

       AN ABBREVIATED HISTORY OF WINE

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

No only really knows whether humans ingeniously invented or stumbled upon fermented grapes that had turned into a delicious and intoxicating drink. Anthropologists have, however, unearthed evidence that people have been imbibing wine since at least 4000 B.C., and maybe as far back as 6000 B.C., and maybe even further back than that.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

WINE IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

Wine historians believe Mesopotamia (Persia), near present-day Iran, and Egypt—the end-points of the Fertile Crescent—may have been the birthplace of ancient winemaking; yet recent discoveries point to winemaking in China during the same period.

According to a Persian fable, an ancient king kept his beloved grapes in an earthen jar labeled “poison.” Seeking to commit suicide, an unhappy member of his harem drank juice from the jar only to discover that—instead of killing her—the poison completely rejuvenated her spirits. When she shared this knowledge with her king, he took her into his favor and decreed that, henceforth, grapes would be allowed to ferment to the point they became rejuvenating spirits. The grape varieties they used to make wine are believed to be the precursors of those we use today.

The ancient Egyptians cultivated grapes and developed the first arbors and pruning methods. Grapes were stomped and fermented in large wooden vats. The wine was mostly sweet white wine, probably made from the grape we now know as the Muscat of Alexandria. As a matter of respect to the gods, the Egyptians used wine in their funeral rites. Depending on the status held by the deceased, his body and belongings were anointed with wine prior to being entombed.

Phoenicians, who sailed the Mediterranean from what is now the coast of Lebanon, probably introduced the grapevine—and wine—to Greece, Sicily, and north-central Italy.

Thank You, Dionysus!

Greeks embraced wine drinking more enthusiastically than any culture before them. It is said that of all the vessels Greeks used daily, more than half related to the consumption of wine. Wine was considered to be a gift from Dionysus, the patron god and symbol of wine, and was used in religious rituals. Wine was used in commerce. And Greek doctors, including Hippocrates, prescribed it for their patients.

Greeks considered it barbaric to drink wine straight, so they diluted it in varying proportions with water. They also typically stored their wine in porous clay jugs, which had to be sealed to preserve the wine. They caulked the jugs with the resin of pine trees, which imparted its unique essence, and which eventually morphed into the traditional Greek wine Retsina.

Wine was important to the economies of Greek cities. It was traded within Greece and exported throughout the Mediterranean world. As Greece began to colonize the western Mediterranean, the Greeks took their grapevines and winemaking technology with them.

The Romans Conquer Wine

At its greatest outward expansion, the Roman Empire included most of the Mediterranean lands and a good part of Europe, where grapes were already under cultivation. The Romans fostered development and around 1000 B.C. began classifying grape varieties, charting ripening characteristics, identifying diseases, and increasing yields through irrigation and fertilization. They developed wooden barrels to store the wines in place of the skins and jars previously used. And, as glass blowing became more common, the Romans may have been the first ones to put wine into glass containers.

By the first century A.D., each Roman citizen drank half a liter each day. Winemaking techniques had spread from Italy to Spain, Germany, England, and France, and those regions developed their own vineyards, creating a wine boom! The supply (or oversupply) of wine drove down the prices—so much so that Emperor Domitian ordered the great vineyards of France be uprooted to eliminate the competition. Fortunately that order wasn't fully executed, and it was officially rescinded two centuries later. When the Roman Empire fell for good in 476, the great wine regions of Europe were covered with potent vines.

WINE IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

Wine and its extraordinary properties have always been associated with spirituality and religion. While most of the religions practiced in the eastern Mediterranean incorporated wine in their rituals, the spread of Christianity in the fourth century ensured the survival of viticulture and winemaking after the collapse of the Roman Empire. Monasteries and cathedrals that sprang up across Europe amassed substantial vineyard holdings. The monks—who had the education, the financial resources of the Catholic Church, and the requisite time for cultivating land and trying new techniques—became some of the most important winemakers of the Middle Ages. Monastic wineries in Burgundy, Bordeaux, Champagne, the Loire Valley, and the Rhone Valley helped France emerge as the pre-eminent winemaking region in the world.

WINE IN THE NEW WORLD

With the discovery and colonization of new lands, emigrating Europeans took their vines and their winemaking knowledge elsewhere. Exploration and settlement brought wine to the Americas and South Africa in the 1500s and 1600s and to Australia in the 1700s. The wine history of Europe thus became intertwined—for better and for worse—with that of the New World.

Spanish Conquistadors

When Hernando Cortés defeated the Aztecs in 1521, he immediately directed all new Spanish settlers to plant vines on the land they'd been granted. Winemaking flourished to such an extent that the settlers needed to import less and less wine from Spain. As a result, the king of Spain levied heavy taxes and ordered vineyards destroyed in all of Spain's new colonies. The edict was enforced most aggressively in Mexico, and the growth of the burgeoning wine industry there came to an abrupt halt.

The church was the sole exception to the king's edict. Just like in Europe, vineyards survived under the care of the church. Missions—particularly, Jesuit missions—were established early in Chile, Argentina, Peru, and Mexico. Later, a series of missions along the Pacific Coast would bring winemaking to California.

Dying on the Vine

In America, early settlers discovered that the native vines were not like those they were familiar with back in Europe. Being pioneers, they forged ahead and fermented anyway. The colonists imported vine cuttings of Vitis vinifera from Europe—Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Chardonnay. All up and down the Atlantic coast settlers planted vines from every great European wine region. Even Thomas Jefferson, the wine geek of his era, planted vines at Monticello. No one succeeded. Each vineyard would die off after only two or three years. It was thought that the extremes of weather were the reason for failure. Or perhaps that indigenous diseases were at fault. A hundred years later, another possible cause came to light—the dreaded phylloxera.

Even though the vinifera vines failed, these experiments in the 1800s led to the emergence of new American varieties. It's generally assumed that they were produced by chance through pollen exchange between the vinifera and earlier American varieties. These hybrids became the foundation for the wine industry in the eastern United States. Winemaking centers emerged in Ohio, Missouri, on the shores of Lake Erie, and in the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York.

Mission: Cultivating Grapes

Beginning around 1770, Franciscan monks established missions—and planted vineyards—up the coast of what would become California. Father Junípero Serra led the way when he planted the first vineyard at Mission San Diego. He traveled north and established eight more missions, which earned him the moniker “father of California wine.”

The Gold Rush of 1849 brought frenzied growth in California. Sonoma soon had 22,000 acres under vine, and Napa had 18,000. The Santa Clara Valley and Livermore Valley were widely planted and had numerous wineries at this same time. Many pioneer vintners settled south and east of the San Francisco Bay where most of the bottling plants were located. Railroads arrived, and by the end of the century, California had become the premier wine-growing region in the country.

A Lousy Development

In 1863 an unidentified vine disease in France's Rhone Valley had spread to Provence. By the late 1860s vineyards all over France began dying. And over the next twenty years it decimated nearly all the vineyards of Europe. Why? The scourge phylloxera generated from a louse indigenous to the eastern United States. Barely visible to the naked eye, it sucked the nutrients from the roots of grapevines and slowly starved the vines. Native American grapevines had a thick and tough root bark and suffered no damage from this sucking parasite. But vinifera vines had no such evolutionary protection.

Through the Grapevine


beware of hitchhikers

Between 1858 and 1862 large numbers of rooted American vines were sent to Bordeaux, England, Ireland, Alsace, Germany, and Portugal. Unfortunately, phylloxera the villainous probably hitched a ride.



The parasite spread and affected vines in California, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. For a while, eradicating phylloxera seemed hopeless. Eventually a solution presented itself: graft vinifera vines to pest-resistant American rootstocks. It worked, but grafting and replanting each and every vine in Europe proved long and laborious.

AMERICAN WINERIES DRY UP

The winemaking business had its ups and downs—sometimes due to insects and other times to economics. But in 1920 it crashed and burned because of politics. The Prohibition movement in America wasn't a sudden twentieth-century phenomenon. It started county-by-county, state-by-state, and steadily grew. By the outbreak of World War I, thirty-three states had gone dry.

The Eighteenth Amendment was ratified on January 29, 1919, and one year later Prohibition began, making virtually all alcoholic beverages illegal. Even after ratification by the states, the amendment still needed an act of Congress to make it enforceable. That came in the form of the Volstead Act, in which Minnesota Congressman Volstead defined intoxicating liquors as any beverage containing more than one-half of 1 percent alcohol.

A Crushing Blow

The American wine industry was soon decimated. Growers and producers—if they didn't go completely under—had to find creative ways to stay in business. They could make cooking wine, as long as it was salted and undrinkable. Sacramental and religious wines were permitted and somehow found their way to secular markets. Because it wasn't for “beverage purposes,” medicinal alcohol remained legal, and doctors began prescribing more and more of it. Home producers were permitted to make up to 200 gallons of wine a year.

By 1933, when the Twenty-first Amendment repealed Prohibition, the country had lost its winemakers and an entire generation of wine drinkers. By 1936, fifteen states had laws that created state monopolies on wine sales and prevented free-market competition. Other states, while allowing hotels and restaurants to serve wine, banned bars and “liquor by the drink.” And still other states left serving and selling options to local jurisdictions. The aftermath of Prohibition created a hodgepodge of laws that vary from state to state and community to community.

WINE IN THE USA!

As the wine industry rebuilt itself after the repeal of Prohibition, it found a market much changed in its thirteen-year hiatus. The quality of wine was very poor, in part because California grape growers were raising grapes that shipped well, rather than grapes that made fine wine. Wineries mostly sold their wines to wholesalers who bottled them under their own brands and then, in turn, sold them under generic names like Chablis and Burgundy. Nevertheless, the American wine industry slowly recovered.

Merci Beaucoup

French hybrids crossed American and European vines to resist phylloxera. These resultant new varieties were hardy enough to withstand a northeastern winter, yet yielded good-quality wine without the “grapey” taste of many native varieties.

The American wine boom really began, however, with the affluence of the late 1950s. Educated suburbanites, especially those wealthy enough to travel abroad, embraced wine and soon began equating it with savoir faire. Wine, which to most of the wine-drinking world was a simple beverage, soon became a status symbol in the United States.

Through the Grapevine


slipping under the radar…american style

Some ingenious California grape growers introduced a product they named Vine-Glo. While they weren't permitted to make wine, the growers could still make grape juice. They sold their juice with instructional material telling consumers what not to do—lest their juice turn to wine in sixty days!



A few potent role models helped. When John F. Kennedy was sworn in he brought a new sense of internationalism—along with his wife, Jackie, who loved all things French. French restaurants—and French wines—became very trendy. And from a kitchen in a Boston television studio, Julia Child taught a generation of Americans how to prepare French cuisine, and how to match it with French wine.

Meanwhile, California's reputation for world-class fine wines rapidly grew. In the early 1970s, resourceful winemakers, many educated in their craft at the University of California at Davis, developed a whole new genre of California wine—high-alcohol, fruity wine that took full advantage of the long California growing season. In a blind tasting that pitted several California wines against top French wines in 1976, the American wines—Stags' Leap Cabernet and Château Montelena Chardonnay—won. The decision, by a panel comprised of all French judges, shocked the world.

Through the Grapevine


prize-winning grandfathers

Despite all the hype surrounding it at the time, topping French wines in a 1976 competition was not a first for American wines. In 1880, Charles Wetmore, California's first Commissioner of Agriculture, brought cuttings from France to California. In 1889, he sent the first wine from these vines to the Gran Prix in Paris, where it won top honors. And after Prohibition in 1939, Wente Bros. sent a wine to the same world wine tasting and also won the Gran Prix.



Doing It Our Way

In distinct contrast to the European winemakers' custom of naming their wines after the place where they were produced, American winemakers began labeling their wines according to the grape variety. And Americans soon became attached to their new varietals: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Sauvignon Blanc. Bob Trinchero, owner of Sutter Home Winery was the first to make a fruity, pink, slightly sweet Rosé that became an instant and enormous success in the American market. Its popularity helped to drive yearly wine consumption in the United States up to two gallons per person.

Sharing the Joy

A boom in wine production happened in areas far removed from California. Historical wine regions like New York and Ohio experienced intense growth after a long period of relative dormancy. Areas that had modest wine production in the past picked up speed. Wines from Texas, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and New Mexico—to name a few—became commonplace. The Northwest underwent significant planting, and soon Oregon and Washington developed outstanding reputations for their wines. Today, every state in the Union has a winery!

CURRENT TRENDS IN WINE PREFERENCES

As wine-drinking Americans, we've upgraded our taste in wines. The proliferation of wine classes, wine tastings, dinners, and publications has helped. A White Zin craze morphed into a Chardonnay trend and Merlot fad. And now there are “newer” fashions: Pinot Noir (particularly after the popularity of the movie Sideways), Pinot Grigio, and Shiraz, for example. Today, California likes Old World “Cal-Ital” varieties like Barbera and Sangiovese, Syrah, and Grenache—the traditional grapes of the Rhone Valley of France.

$OMMELIER CENTS


global update

According to Oz Clarke, wine critic and author, high-quality, inexpensive wines can be found in ripening international markets. South America—Chile in particular—is climbing the charts with their Merlot, Cabernet, Pinot, Shraz, and cool-weather whites. Argentina and Uruguay are also picking up steam. In Europe, Greece is churning out revolutionary wines, while Portugal and Spanish reds are also deepening into velvety wines. And you can readily find these wines at very affordable prices.



International collaboration as well as international competition have picked up. Famous names in wine—Mondavi, Lafite Rothschild, Lapostolle—have invested heavily in land and facilities in places like South America to produce high-quality wines. On the other hand, Australian wineries are giving American producers a run for their money with well-made inexpensive wines. They've been so successful that some U.S. wineries are labeling their bottles of Syrah with the Aussie name, Shiraz.


chapter 2

       DIFFERENT TYPES OF WINE

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

After seeing Lucy in old TV reruns sprawled out in a vat of gooey red pulp with grape stains up to her knees, it can be a tad difficult to take the crushing of grapes seriously. But, like all winemaking processes, it's very serious business. Every winemaking process has a direct effect on what we drink: whether the wine is red or white or pink; whether it's sweet or dry; whether it has bubbles, oak, or tannins; and even how much alcohol it contains. All these remarkable traits are intentionally created on their fascinating journey from grape to glass.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

FROM VINE TO GRAPE TO WINE!

When you think about it, winemaking is pretty basic. It's almost as if the grapes themselves want to be turned into wine. Wine grapes will grow almost anyplace that has a warm to temperate climate. Ripe grapes contain lots of sugar. And the skins of the grapes are the perfect surface for natural yeasts to thrive. All the conditions you need to make wine.

First you pick a bunch of ripe grapes and crush them. Crushing releases the sugar inside the grapes and causes the yeast to come in contact with the sugar. The yeast “eats” the sugar and turns it into alcohol and carbon dioxide. The process is called fermentation, and it transforms plain old grape juice into sublime wine.

When nature is in balance, all goes according to plan. The reality, of course, is that nature can be annoyingly unpredictable, and a winemaker can run into a plethora of problems in the quest to produce an outstanding bottle of wine. Fortunately, technology has come to the aid of winemakers in an activity that is a careful balance of art and science.

There are many technological options available to the modern winemaker. But—whether the end product is red, white, or pink, or whether it's cheap or expensive—there are several principles common to all winemaking.

No Vine Before Its Time

The quality of a wine depends, first and foremost, on the grapes, which have to be picked at the precise moment of ripeness. As grapes ripen, the sugar content increases. At the same time, their acidity declines. The trick is to harvest them when the sugar and acid levels are in balance. This is always a subjective judgment by the winemaker and is based on what style of wine he is producing.

$OMMELIER CENTS


when is a wine a bargain?

• When it is equal to or better than many wines at twice the price.

• When it is a very drinkable wine at everyday drinkable prices.

• When it is a wine you adore at a special price.

• When it is an outstanding wine at clearance prices.



It's crucial that the grapes are picked and transported to the winery without prematurely splitting the skins. While handpicking is best, mechanical harvesting machines can handle grape bunches with care. This equipment tenderly squeezes the juice from the grapes so that the bitter seeds aren't crushed. The resulting substance is called must—a combination of juice, skins, and seeds. Depending on what kind of wine is being produced, the skins and seeds are either discarded or left in for a period of time.

How They Do What They Do

Winemakers can “manage” fermentation to enhance the resulting wine. Fermentation usually takes place in large stainless steel tanks, but winemakers can choose to substitute oak barrels to add flavor and complexity. Because high temperatures kill yeast and end fermentation, winemakers control the temperature through refrigeration and circulation. Instead of relying solely on naturally occurring yeasts, they can add cultured yeasts to the juice that are better suited to the kind of wine they're producing. For wines that have fermented with their skins, winemakers decide the appropriate time to separate the skins from the liquid.

Through the Grapevine


sweet nothings

If a wine is fully fermented to produce a dry wine, about 40 percent of the grapes' sugar is converted to carbon dioxide and about 60 percent becomes alcohol. If all the sugar is not converted, you get a low-alcohol wine that will have some degree of sweetness. The leftover sugar, called residual sugar, determines how sweet a wine will be.



When grapes don't fully ripen and lack enough natural grape sugar to produce reasonable alcohol levels, the winemaker can add sugar to the juice. This practice, called chaptalization, is illegal in some winemaking areas—Italy and California, to name two—but perfectly allowable in France and other U.S. states.

After fermentation, coarse sediment particles called lees settle at the bottom of the fermentation vessel. This sludgelike material is made up of dead yeast cells and small grape particles. The wine is usually separated from the lees when fermentation has run its course. But a winemaker can choose to extend the lees contact for further aging to produce a wine with more complexity. This is more often done with white wines than with reds.

Wines, by nature, are cloudy because of the dead yeast and tiny particulate matter. Once fermentation is complete, most wines are clarified by fining, a process that removes those microscopic elements. When fining agents—such as charcoal, bentonite clay, casein (milk protein), or egg whites—are added to the wine, they grab onto the solid particles and drag them, over a period of days, to the bottom of the tank. The wine can then be separated from the sediment by racking, the siphoning off of the clear juice. Some winemakers will further clarify the wine right before bottling by filtering it through layers of paper filters or synthetic fiber mesh.

Sometimes, between fermentation and aging, a winemaker will add special bacteria to encourage an extra fermentation called malolactic fermentation—ML or MLF, for short. This process makes the wine less acidic. It converts malic acid in the wine, which has a sharp taste, to lactic acid, which gives the wine a creamy or buttery flavor. In terms of what you sense in your mouth, imagine an apple at one end of the spectrum and milk at the other. Most reds and some whites undergo MLF.

Through the Grapevine


no clarification necessary

Some winemakers think that fining and filtering remove too much flavor and body from the wine, and forego those processes. The resultant wines (sometimes, but not always, labeled “unfined” and “unfiltered”) may have a small amount of sediment in the bottle, but the winemakers believe a fuller flavor will more than offset any inconvenience to the consumer.



Roll Out the Barrel

After fermentation, some wines are ready for immediate bottling. Rosés, many whites, and light reds are bottled soon after fermentation and should be drunk while still young. Others will be aged—either in stainless steel or oak—for several months or up to several years. Fine red wines, in particular, need to age to reach their full potential. This is accomplished in oak barrels, which allows the wines to soften and absorb some of the wood's flavors and tannins.

Through the Grapevine


capping it off

Grape skins rise to the top of the fermenting must, forming a “cap” over the juice. This cap needs to be broken up and mixed back in to extract the desirable qualities from the skins. The cap is pumped or manually punched back with a paddle. A “punched-cap” wine, it's said, reflects the winemaker—a big, strong winemaker will force more extract from the skins, resulting in a big, highly tannic wine.



Many wines, both red and white, are blends. Before bottling, a winemaker may combine several different grape varieties—like adding some Merlot to some Cabernet Sauvignon—or different barrels (or lots) of the same wine in order to make the best-tasting bottle of wine.

Bottle Brigade!

When a wine is ready for release, it's bottled in a highly mechanized process that keeps the wine from contact with the air, germs, and impurities. Sparkling clean bottles are filled, corked, capped, and labeled with little human intervention. For the finest wines it is often advantageous for the winery to keep the bottles in storage for two or more years. This makes for better wine when it finally reaches the market and, in many cases, substantially increases the value of the wine.

RUBY REDS

All grapes, regardless of color, have the same greenish pulp and colorless juice. So where does a red wine get its color? The skins. Red wine grapes are crushed leaving the juice, skins, seeds, and, sometimes, stems together in the fermenting vat, during which time the skins impart their color and tannins to the juice.

When fermentation is complete—one to three weeks later—the new wine is drawn from the vat. This first run of juice, called free-run juice, comes forth voluntarily. Afterward, the mixture is pressed, yielding press wine, which is darker and more tannic. The winemaker may, at this point, choose to blend the two in order to adjust the tannin level. Now the wine is clarified and transferred to either oak barrels for aging or stainless steel vats for holding in an oxygen-free environment.

Barrel vs. Bottle Aging

Prolonged barrel aging before bottling is desirable for most types of red wine to allow all the flavor components time to harmonize. The oak barrel imparts flavor to the wine, sometimes reminiscent of vanilla or wood (surprise!) and other times described as spicy. The barrel also allows a very slight and controlled exposure to oxygen. Winemakers usually try to avoid exposing their wines to the air. But this low-level oxidation is actually beneficial to the structure and character of the wine.

$OMMELIER CENTS


a chip off the old barrel

Oak barrels are expensive and usually reserved for premium wines. But wineries sometimes use less-expensive techniques for their cheaper wines, like adding oak chips to the wine in the tanks. If you see an inexpensive wine labeled “oaked” with no mention of “barrel,” you can be pretty sure no barrel was used, but often the oak chips sufficiently flavor the wines, making them almost as tasty as barrel-aged wines at more affordable prices.



Some wines improve with further aging in the bottle—particularly fine reds that begin life high in tannins. They include California Cabernet Sauvignon and Zinfandel, French Bordeaux and Italian Barolo—and they can continue to improve after many years and, sometimes, even decades. Their harsh tannins soften. Their aromas become more complex. And their textures become silky.

CRISP WHITES

Because the juice of all grapes is colorless, white wine can be made from any kind of grape. In practice, though, most whites come from “white” grapes—which are actually greenish, greenish yellow, golden yellow, or pinkish yellow.

Through the Grapevine


icy diamonds

White wines have a propensity to produce crystals known as “wine diamonds.” They're harmless—but a nuisance. They form from tartaric acid and potassium (both naturally occurring in grapes) that bind together when wine gets too cold. Many winemakers force crystals to form under extremely cold conditions during fermentation so they can remove them. The process is called cold stabilization.



In contrast to making red wine, the juice for white wine is fermented without the skins and seeds. The result: no tannins and little color. White wines can take on a pale straw color or greenish to deep gold tones depending on the grape variety and aging treatment.

In making red wines, malolactic fermentation is a given. With white wines it's an option. A winemaker can choose to perform it or not. When you peruse wine shelves, you'll be able to find clean, crisp whites that have not undergone any MLF, full-bodied whites that have undergone full MLF, and whites somewhere in the middle.

Winemakers have similar decisions to make regarding aging white wines in oak barrels. Chardonnay, for example, can benefit from oak. Others such as Riesling and Sauvignon Blanc rarely do.

Most vintners design white wines to be drunk young, but there are exceptions. Some age-worthy whites are white Burgundies, white Bordeaux, and German and Alsace Rieslings.

A ROSÉ IS A ROSÉ IS A ROSÉ

Rosé is French for “pink.” And that's how you identify a Rosé wine: by its color. The preferred method for producing Rosés is to crush red wine grapes but allow the skins to sit with the juice for only a short time before separating the juice—anywhere from a few hours to several days. Just long enough to kiss the juice with color. It's the winemaker who determines how long the kiss will last. When the color is to the producer's liking, the winemaking process continues as it would for white wine. An alternative technique involves adding a small amount of finished red wine to a white wine. However, the result is more like a tinted white and has a different taste than a true Rosé.

Rosés have always been drunk in southern France. Originally they were made from leftover grapes that didn't make it into the local red wine. But the winemaking philosophy has changed, and Rosés are now being made on purpose and have acquired respect. They're made in a dry style.
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