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The Top Ten Wine Myths


	Aged wine is better than young wine.
Not all wines need aging. Generally speaking, red wines—particularly those high in tannins—require more aging than whites.


	Red wine should never be chilled.
All wine benefits from chilling. To serve a red wine at its optimal temperature, pop it in the fridge for 25 minutes.


	“Reserve” wines are top of the line.
“Reserve” on American wine labels has no legal meaning. Winemakers can use the term at their whim.


	Wines with sulfites will give you a headache.
Sulfites are the cause of headaches in only about 1 percent of the population—mostly asthmatics.


	All German wines are sweet.
German wines come in all degrees of sweetness—from dry to very, very sweet.


	Screw tops are a sign of cheap wine.
Au contraire! Increasingly, top winemakers are using screw tops to avoid cork contamination of their wines. If a wine is designed for quick consumption, screw caps make more sense.


	Wines should always breathe.
In general, breathing is only necessary for wines that need further aging.


	All wines have the same amount of alcohol.
The level of alcohol depends on the amount of sugar that has been converted during fermentation.


	The more a wine costs, the better it is.
Price is related to many factors: the cost of the vineyard land, the type of grapes used, whether it’s aged in oak barrels, the reputation of the winery or winemaker, and—most of all—market demand.


	Zinfandel is a pink wine.
Zinfandel is a red grape, but it can be made into a red wine or a rosé.





Introduction

PLATO, THE FAMOUS GREEK philosopher and mathematician, spoke wisely when discussing the merits of wine: “Nothing more excellent or valuable than wine was ever granted by the Gods to man.” Indeed, even the ancients cherished and appreciated wine, just as wine aficionados treasure the spirit today.

But if you are a newcomer to the world of wine, you may wonder what connects you to an ancient philosopher, or even some of the most educated wine experts around the globe. The answer is simple: Everyone can sip, savor, and enjoy wine. And you don’t have to be an expert to discover subtle nuances of flavor, select the perfect bottle to pair with your meal, or choose a varietal to suit your mood. If you find wine to be a bit intimidating at this point, then try not to think of it as an “interest” or a subject to be mastered. Think of wine as a living, breathing, and dynamic beverage that brings people together. The more you experience and share, the more you will learn—and have fun!

If you are a newcomer to the world of wine, or even just a casual enthusiast, The Everything® Wine Book, 3rd Edition is for you. If your number one fear in life is ordering a bottle of wine at a restaurant, this book will help you breathe easier. If you wish you could give words to the aromas you experience in your favorite Rioja, this book will give you those tools. If you are not really sure what “Rioja” means, read on.

If you enjoy the game of wine and wish to expand your knowledge of this fascinating drink, this book includes information on wine from all over the world. If you’d like to join the expanding online wine community, this book is a great jumping-off point. If you are seriously considering a career in the wine industry or want to make wine at home, again, you have come to the right place.

The great thing about wine is that the more you learn and taste, the more you want to learn and taste. Given the ever-changing, ever-growing world of wine, there is always a new glass to discover.



CHAPTER 1
A Brief History of Wine

The discovery of wine was probably an accident. It didn’t have to be “invented,” because wine can happen all by itself. It’s safe to assume that, way back, people learned to store their fruits of summer for the bleak winters ahead. More than likely, they put their grapes into a hollow in a rock, where nature took over, and fermentation turned the grapes into a bubbling liquid, which we now call wine.

Wine in the Ancient World

We may not know how humans were first introduced to wine, but we do know that people have been imbibing since at least 4000 B.C., perhaps as far back as 6000 B.C., and maybe even further back than that. Mesopotamia (Persia), near present-day Iran and Egypt—the endpoints of the Fertile Crescent—seems to be the birthplace of ancient winemaking, and recent discoveries point to winemaking in China during the same period.

A Persian fable has it that an ancient king kept his beloved grapes in an earthen jar labeled “poison.” A discontented member of his harem drank juice from the jar in a suicide attempt, but instead of dying, she found her spirits quite rejuvenated. She shared the drink with her king, who took her into his favor and decreed that, henceforth, grapes would be allowed to ferment.

Ancient Persia was truly wine country. Not only did the Persians give toasts to their gods with wine, they also paid salaries in wine. Men earned ten to twenty quarts a month, and women earned ten. The grape varieties they used to make wine are believed to be the precursors of those used today.

The ancient Egyptians cultivated grapes and made wine in a surprisingly modern fashion. They developed the first arbors and pruning methods, and their grapes were stomped and fermented in large wooden vats. The wine was mostly sweet white wine, probably made from the grape now known 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.
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Most of the Muscat of Alexandria cultivated today ends up as table grapes or raisins. But you can find modern wines using the grape in Spain’s Moscatel de Málaga, which is heavy, sweet, and golden brown, or in Portugal’s Moscatel de Setúbal, which is a sweet fortified wine.







Situated between Egypt and Mesopotamia along the Fertile Crescent were the Phoenicians, who sailed the Mediterranean from what is now the coast of Lebanon. Thus the grapevine—and wine—found its way to Greece, Sicily, and north-central Italy.

During ancient times, everyone drank wine and beer, even children. That’s not as decadent as it might sound. Frankly, drinking the water was hazardous to one’s health, and wine was a good substitute thirst quencher. If you sipped one of those old-style wines today, you would probably notice that it tastes more like vinegar with a hint of cider, and possesses a fairly low alcohol content. It was certainly better than the water that was available. While wine was a staple of daily life, it was consumed mostly by the rich and powerful. Beer was the drink of the common folk.

Greeks Democratize Wine

Greeks embraced wine drinking more enthusiastically than any culture before them. Wine became a drink not just for the elite but for everyone. 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 it was used in religious rituals. Greek doctors, including Hippocrates, even prescribed it for their patients.
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Retsina is a traditional wine of Greece with a long history and the distinctive taste of pine resin. The taste that permeated the wine in ancient times became so accepted that long after resin-caulked containers were discontinued, chunks of resin were added to the wine during fermentation to reproduce the flavor. Most people who have tried retsina—Greeks included—say it’s an acquired taste.







Greeks considered it barbaric to drink wine straight, so they diluted it in varying proportions with water. They also learned to add herbs and spices to mask spoilage. Greeks 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.

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.

Romans Advance Winemaking

The Roman Empire covered, at its greatest outward expansion, most of the Mediterranean lands and a good part of Europe. The Romans found grapes already under cultivation in many of their conquered lands, the wine culture having been widely distributed by their Greek and Phoenician predecessors. The Romans, too, loved wine and fostered its development throughout the empire.

By about 1000 B.C., Romans were 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. The Romans may have been the first ones to put wine into glass containers.

By the first century A.D., Rome was awash with wine. Each person in the city of Rome drank on average half a liter each day. Winemaking techniques had spread from Italy to Spain, Germany, England, and France, and those regions developed their own vineyards. You could certainly call this the world’s first wine boom. Corner bars popped up all over cities such as Pompeii. 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 of French wines with the local Italian wines. Fortunately, that order wasn’t fully executed, and it was rescinded two centuries later.

Wine in Europe

Wine has always been associated with spirituality and religion. While most of the religions practiced in the eastern Mediterranean incorporated wine in their rituals, it was the spread of Christianity in the fourth century that ensured the survival of viticulture and winemaking after the collapse of the Roman Empire. Because wine was such an integral part in the celebration of the Eucharist, the monasteries and cathedrals that sprang up across Europe took up winemaking and 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 established extensive vineyards across Europe—and especially in Burgundy, Bordeaux, Champagne, the Loire Valley, and the Rhone Valley. During this time France emerged as the preeminent winemaking region in the world.

Wine and War Don’t Mix

In 1152, Henry II of England married France’s Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose dowry included the vineyard areas of Bordeaux and neighboring Gascony. The light red wine produced there gained favor in England and came to be called claret. By 1350, the port city of Bordeaux was shipping a million cases of claret a year, but the sporadic fighting between the kings of England and France—known as the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453)—put an end to England’s access to her much-loved wine. Any ship transporting the wine faced piracy, and protecting the ships became prohibitively expensive. England had to look beyond western France for wine imports.

A trading friendship with Portugal began that ultimately led to the creation of port wine. The journey by sea from Portugal to England was hard on wine. The shippers in Oporto, the port city, began adding buckets of brandy to the wine to stabilize it so it would arrive in good condition. They started adding the brandy earlier and earlier until they were adding it during fermentation. This wine became known as, quite appropriately, porto—or port.

Inventions Spur Change

Even though the Romans may have used blown-glass containers to serve wine, pottery and stoneware jugs were the norm—that is, until the seventeenth century and the advent of commercial glass making. The first glass bottles were onion shaped but eventually evolved into cylindrical bottles that could be stacked on their sides. Needless to say, there could be no sideways stacking without an effective bottle stopper. Enter the cork.

Originally corks were tapered so they could fit a bottle with any size neck and could be manually removed. But with the production of mold-made bottles and horizontal stacking, a standard cylindrical cork was developed that could be driven into the bottle for maximum wine containment.

Now, a special tool was required to remove the cork. Corkscrews of all kinds were introduced, and continue to be introduced to this day.

Reaching Out to 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.

Wine in the Americas

The wine-guzzling conquistadors who arrived in South and Central America from Spain in the 1500s were responsible—directly or indirectly—for introducing winemaking to those lands. Hernando Cortés, perhaps the most successful of the conquistadors and later governor of Mexico, defeated the Aztecs in 1521. After much celebration, he and his soldiers were out of wine. One of his first orders of business was to direct all new Spanish settlers to plant vines on the land they’d been granted. Winemaking flourished. In fact, it flourished to such an extent that the settlers needed to import less and less wine from Spain.
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Mexico is home to the oldest commercial winery in the Americas. The first wine was produced there in 1596. The winery was known as “Santa Maria de las Parras”—or Holy Mary of the Vines. It still operates today as Casa Madero in the Parras Valley.







The king of Spain, who wanted a captive market for Spanish goods, wasn’t happy about this. He 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.

Colonial Experiments in North America

Early settlers brought with them a mighty thirst for wine. Imagine their delight when they found a landscape practically smothered by grapevines. Upon closer inspection, however, they found vines unlike any they were familiar with back in Europe. Being the pioneers they were, they forged ahead and fermented anyway. The first wine from native American grapes was made in Jamestown in 1609, and it paled to what they had consumed in Europe.

The colonists’ next step was to import vine cuttings of Vitis vinifera from Europe so they could grow familiar varieties such as Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Chardonnay. All up and down the Atlantic coast settlers planted vines from every great European wine region. Even Thomas Jefferson 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 that indigenous diseases were at fault.

Even though the vinifera vines failed, the side effect of these experiments was the emergence in the 1800s of new American hybrid 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. The American wine industry was on its way.

California Dreamin’

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. His work gave him the name “the father of California wine.”

The gold rush of 1849 brought frenzied growth, both in terms of population and vineyards. By this time Sonoma 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 now California wines were available in eastern markets and shipped around the world. By the end of the century, all of the state’s winemaking regions were producing wine. California had become the premier wine-growing region in the country.

An International Wine Crisis

In 1863, an unidentified vine disease was being talked about in France’s Rhone Valley. By 1865, the disease had spread to Provence. By the late 1860s, vine growers all over France were watching their vineyards die before their very eyes. Over the next twenty years it decimated nearly all the vineyards of Europe. The scourge was phylloxera, a pest indigenous to the eastern United States. European Vitis vinifera vines had no evolutionary protection against it.
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How did phylloxera get to Europe?

It was popular in nineteenth-century Europe to import living plants. Between 1858 and 1862, large numbers of rooted American vines were sent to Bordeaux, England, Ireland, Alsace, Germany, and Portugal. Phylloxera came along, too.







The parasite spread and affected vines in 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 it was a long and laborious undertaking to graft and replant each and every vine in Europe.

There’s been some debate that the quality of wine declined in the post-phylloxera era. No one will ever know for sure. But if you want to try a wine from Vitis vinifera vines grown on their own roots, try a Chilean wine. Chile is the only wine-producing country in the world that completely escaped phylloxera.

Prohibition Wipes Out an Industry

The winemaking business has had its ups and downs, sometimes due to insects and other times to economics. In 1920, however, it crashed and burned because of politics. The Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution prohibited the production, transport, and sale of alcohol.

“Prohibition” did not spring up from nowhere. In 1816, Indiana forbade Sunday sales of alcohol. In the 1840s, “dry” towns and counties emerged in seven states. In 1851, Maine outlawed the manufacture and sale of alcohol. By 1855, New Hampshire, Vermont, Delaware, Michigan, Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and New York had followed suit. At the outbreak of World War I, thirty-three states were 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, spearheaded by the Minnesota congressman of the same name. Many supporters of the Eighteenth Amendment had assumed that the “intoxicating liquors” to be banned were the high-alcohol distilled spirits, with 40 percent alcohol. Sadly, Volstead defined intoxicating liquors as any beverage containing more than .5 percent alcohol, thus including beer, with its 3–7 percent alcohol, and wine, with its less than 13 percent alcohol.

Lasting Effects

The almost immediate result of these acts was the decimation of the American wine industry. Vineyards were uprooted. Equipment was abandoned. Growers and producers—if they didn’t go completely under—had to find creative ways to stay in business. Cooking wine could still be produced, as long as it was salted and undrinkable. Sacramental and religious wines were still allowed, even wine made for medicinal purposes. Home producers were permitted to make up to 200 gallons of wine a year.

Prohibition’s damage to the wine industry was far more than economic; it was cultural. The art of winemaking, which had been practiced for centuries, became illegal. People who had invested their lives and savings in research and equipment had their investments wiped out. Thousands of workers involved in making, bottling, distributing, serving, and selling wine were out of jobs. In 1919, the United States produced 55 million gallons of wine. In 1925, the nation produced just 3.5 million gallons.

By 1933, when the Twenty-first Amendment repealed Prohibition, the damage had been done. The country had lost its winemakers and an entire generation of wine drinkers. Other effects of this “Noble Experiment” exist to this day in the form of direct-shipping and distribution laws. 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.” The aftermath of Prohibition resulted in a hodgepodge of alcohol laws that vary from state to state and community to community.
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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.







The Wine Boom in the United States

When Prohibition was repealed, the wine industry was slow to recover. In the early days following the repeal, the quality of wine was 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. In 1940, Americans were drinking one gallon of wine a year per person. The average French resident, by comparison, was consuming forty gallons annually. Nevertheless, the American wine industry did recover.

A major development that helped this process was the introduction of French hybrids. French hybrids crossed American and European vines to resist phylloxera. They were hardy enough to withstand a northeastern winter, yet yielded good-quality wine without the “grapey” taste of native varieties.

JFK and Julia Child Join Forces

The American wine boom really began with the affluence of the late 1950s. Wine was attractive to educated suburbanites, especially those wealthy enough to travel abroad. Wine, which to most of the wine-drinking world is a simple beverage, had become a status symbol in the United States.

A few role models helped. When John F. Kennedy was sworn in he brought with him, among other things, a new sense of internationalism. His wife, Jackie, adored 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.

New products appeared in wine stores to meet the growing demand. Portuguese rosé in the form of Mateus and Lancers hit the shelves. They were sweet and slightly fizzy, but fruity. Their Europe provenance gave them cachet. West Germany contributed Liebfraumilch, a flowery, fruity, and slightly sweet blend of Riesling and other grape varieties.

Meanwhile, California’s reputation for world-class fine wines grew rapidly. In the early 1970s, resourceful winemakers, many educated in their craft at the University of California at Davis, finally established California as a world-class wine region. In a blind tasting that pitted several California wines against top French wines in 1976, the American wines—Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars Cabernet Sauvignon and Chateau Montelena Chardonnay—won. The decision, by a panel of all French judges, shocked the world.

Varietals Take Over

American winemakers soon began the practice of labeling their wines according to the grape varieties used to make them. This was in direct contrast to the European custom of labeling wines according to place of origin. Ordering a glass of “white wine” was replaced with ordering a glass of “Chardonnay.”

Americans became attached to their new varietals. One California variety, however, wasn’t having as much success in the 1970s: Zinfandel.

Many growers had acre upon acre of Zinfandel vines, whose grapes matured effortlessly in the California sunshine. But demand for white wine outpaced supply, so many winemakers started producing white wine from red grapes, taking advantage of the fact that even red grapes give off white juice. Many even contemplated replanting their vineyards with other varieties.

In 1975, the winemaker at Sutter Home, Bob Trinchero, had a problem while making his white Zinfandel. A portion of the wine experienced a “stuck fermentation,” meaning the yeast died before all the sugar had converted into alcohol. Rather than “fix” the fruity, pink, slightly sweet rosé by adding more yeast, Trinchero decided to let it sit for two weeks. When he revisited the wine, he knew it would be a hit. He was right—it was 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.

The Last Twenty Years

Americans’ taste in wines continues to change. The proliferation of wine classes, tastings, dinners, and publications has certainly been beneficial. While white Zinfandel is still a staple for millions, there’s an enthusiasm for venturing beyond those pink borders. The white Zin craze morphed into a Chardonnay trend, a Merlot fad, and the embrace of Pinot Grigio, Pinot Noir, Shiraz, and Malbec. There will always be new wines in vogue.

In recent years, international collaboration and 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. There has been consolidation, too, with larger wine companies buying up smaller brands. This consolidation has enabled one producer to market many brands and gain shelf space in retail stores. For consumers, the positive effect of consolidation is lower prices and ease of purchase; the downside is reduced exposure to smaller but equally good producers. This should not be a serious cause of alarm, however, because as the number of educated wine drinkers grows, the demand for choice in the wine market will doubtless make the wines of boutique producers more accessible. Indeed, more producers from more regions than ever before are vying for space in the wine market.



CHAPTER 2
Categories of Wine: More Than Red, White, and Pink

One of the most remarkable features of wine is that nature wants to make it. If a grape in the vineyard is bruised, and sugars in the grape juice touch the yeast clinging to the grape skins, wine is produced. However, this wine would not remind you of the $30 Chardonnay available at your favorite wine shop. That bottle’s color, clarity, and much of its flavor profile are due to the watchful eye of the winemaker.

How Wine Is Made

Winemaking begins in the vineyard. Without ripe grapes, there is not much a winemaker can do to create a fine bottle of wine. The next step is to get the juice out of the grapes under controlled conditions. Once the juice has been exposed, the winemaker can allow the natural yeast clinging to the grape skins to turn the sugars in the juice into alcohol and carbon dioxide, or she can neutralize the native yeast and add her own strain. The process of yeast converting sugars into alcohol and carbon dioxide is called fermentation.

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.

Harvesting and Preparing the Grapes

In order to make the best wine possible, the grapes must be picked at just the right moment of ripeness. As grapes ripen, their 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.

During harvest it is crucial that the grape skins not be split open prematurely. The winemaker does not want fermentation to begin before the grapes enter the winery. While handpicking is the gentlest, it’s also quite expensive. So many wineries rely on mechanical harvesting machines, which today can handle grape bunches with great care.

Inside the winery, crushing the grapes produces a combination of juice, skins, and seeds called the must. If red wine is the goal, the must will go into a tank for fermentation. If white wine is the goal, the seeds and skins will be separated from the juice as soon as possible, and only the juice will go into the tank or barrel for fermentation.

Fermenting the Juice

Winemakers can “manage” fermentation to enhance the resulting wine. Fermentation usually takes place in large stainless steel tanks, but winemakers can choose to ferment in large oak tanks to add complexity and refine the wine’s texture or mouthfeel. Many white wines are fermented in smaller, sixty-gallon oak barrels to add richness and a toasty character.

In addition to alcohol and carbon dioxide, fermentation generates heat, and high temperatures kill yeast cells. Therefore, high-end fermentation tanks have sensors installed that alert winemakers if temperatures approach the danger zone. At the flip of a switch, winemakers can activate cooling systems also installed in the tanks to bring the temperatures down to a more safe level.
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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. Manual punching can release more tannin from the skin and add to a wine’s structure or backbone.







Winemakers also have options when it comes to yeast. 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. Natural yeasts often produce off-aromas and flavors in wine, so cultured yeasts can yield more predictable results. Some yeast strains have better alcohol tolerances, and still other strains can help add a flowery perfume to white wines.

When fermentation has ended, the winemaker does not always remove the wine from the tank or barrel immediately. For many red wines, the winemaker will leave the new wine in contact with its skins for several more days or even weeks. This allows more color to be extracted from the skins and gives the wine time to soften. This process is called “extended maceration.” (Maceration occurs before and during fermentation, while the grape skins and solids are leached of color, tannins, and even aromas.) White wines fermented in small oak barrels will often stay in contact with the lees—dead yeast cells and bits of grape matter left over from fermentation—for several days for the sake of a fuller, richer texture.

Aging the Wine

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 in oak to reach their full potential. This aging often takes place in sixty-gallon barrels and allows the wines to soften and absorb some of the wood’s flavors and tannins. Winemakers must be careful, however: Too much time in oak overpowers the wine with the wood flavor and astringency. Additional aging can take place in the bottle.

When the wine moves from fermentation tank to barrel, it is cloudy because of the dead yeast and tiny particulate matter, or lees. Over time, the lees settle at the bottom of the barrel. At this point, the winemaker can begin clarifying the wine. Using special equipment, the clearer wine can be pulled or “racked” off the lees and the barrel flushed out. The wine is then returned to the barrel to continue its aging. Racking is frequently done more than once before the wine moves to bottle.
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Some winemakers think that fining and filtering remove too much flavor and body from the wine and forego those processes. The resulting wines (sometimes 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.







As the wine gets closer to bottling, the wine can be clarified on a more microscopic level using a process called fining. 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 and fining agents by racking. Some winemakers will further clarify the wine right before bottling by filtering it through layers of paper filters or synthetic fiber mesh.

Sometimes, during aging, a winemaker will encourage a process called malolactic or secondary fermentation (MLF, for short). While this process can happen naturally, it’s typically initiated by adding a special bacteria to the wine. This process converts the sharper malic acid in the wine into the softer lactic acid. In terms of what you sense in your mouth, imagine a Granny Smith apple at one end of the spectrum and milk at the other. Most reds and some whites undergo MLF.

If a white or red wine is a blend, the combining of different grape varieties in distinct proportions often happens during aging. For example, many Cabernet Sauvignon wines contain dashes of Merlot, which can add a softer, fruitier note to the Cabernet’s muscular body.

Bottling the Wine

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. Many wineries have elaborate bottling lines that fill, cork, cap, and label spotless wine bottles 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 its value.

Red Wine

The major thing separating red wine from white wine is the presence of the grape skins in the fermentation tank. Red skins add red color to otherwise clear grape juice. It is possible, then, to make white wine from red grapes, although most white wines you buy are made from white grapes.

When fermentation and, if necessary, maceration end, the wine is drained from the tank. 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 and color. Now the wine moves either to oak barrels for aging or to stainless steel vats for holding in an oxygen-free environment.

Aging in Barrels and Bottles

Prolonged barrel aging before bottling is desirable for many red wines to allow all the flavor components time to harmonize. The oak barrel imparts flavor to the wine, sometimes reminiscent of vanilla, spice, chocolate, or wood. 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.
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Oak barrels are expensive and usually reserved for premium wines. But wineries sometimes use less-expensive techniques for their cheaper wines, like oak chips, which can be dropped into the tanks. The results, however, usually aren’t as good. Wines that sell for less than $10 probably did not spend time in oak barrels.







Some wines improve with further aging in the bottle, particularly fine reds that begin life high in tannins. These include wines from California’s Napa Valley, France’s Bordeaux, and Italy’s Barolo. Many wines from these regions can continue to improve for many years and, sometimes, even decades. Their harsh tannins soften, their aromas become more complex, and their textures become silky.

White Wine

Most white wines come from “white” grapes, which are actually greenish, greenish yellow, golden yellow, or pinkish yellow. Regardless of the actual color of the skins, the juice for white wine is fermented without the skins and seeds. The result is no tannin and little color. White wines can take on a pale straw or greenish color or even deep gold tones, depending on the grape variety and aging.
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White wines have a propensity to produce tartaric acid crystals known as “wine diamonds.” They’re harmless—but a nuisance. They form 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.







Unlike red wines, winemakers can choose whether to put their white wines through malolactic fermentation. 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.

Aging in Barrels or Bottles

Winemakers have similar decisions to make regarding aging white wines in oak barrels. Chardonnay, for example, is fairly neutral in flavor on its own and can benefit from oak. Others, such as Riesling and Sauvignon Blanc, are less likely to be oak aged.

Most white wines are meant to be consumed early, but there are exceptions. Some whites with great aging potential include white Burgundies and German Rieslings.

Rosé Wine

Rosé is French for “pink.” Rosés are made from red grapes, but the juice and skins are only in contact for a short time (anywhere from a few hours to several days) before the juice is separated. When the winemaker is happy with the color, the winemaking process continues as it would for white wine. Rosés are rarely aged in oak.

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. That winemaking philosophy has changed, and rosés are now being made on purpose and have acquired respect. They’re made in a dry style.

Some of the best rosés come from France—from Tavel (which makes only rosé wines) in the Rhone region and Anjou in the Loire Valley. Back in the 1960s, rosés were quite popular in the United States but fell out of fashion. Then white Zinfandel hit the market in the ’80s and the blush wine category was born. White Zinfandel is sweet and low in alcohol, and due to its massive popularity, many consumers now believe that all rosés are sweet. In fact, many are dry and off-dry.
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Even though a rosé has acidity and tannins acquired from the grape skins, its fruit flavor disappears quickly, which is why you should always buy the most recent vintage available. Like a white wine, a rosé should be served well chilled.







Rosé wines can be found with names. Rosado is a rosé from Spain. Rosato is a rosé from Italy. Vin Gris (“gray wine”), from France, is a very pale rosé made from very lightly pressed red grapes.

Sparkling Wine

What a difference a few bubbles make! Sparkling wine starts out as still wine and then undergoes a second fermentation. More carbon dioxide is formed—but this time it’s captured and not allowed to escape.

There are many sparkling wines: Cava (from Spain), Prosecco and Asti (from Italy), and Sekt (from Germany) are just a few. The most famous, of course, is Champagne. Not all sparkling wines are Champagne. In order to legitimately be called Champagne, a sparkling wine must meet the following criteria. It must:


	Be produced in the Champagne district of France.

	Be produced from the Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, and/or Pinot Meunier grapes grown there. (Four other grapes are technically allowed for historical reasons, but they take up just .02 percent of the total vines planted in Champagne.)

	Get its bubbles via the méthode champenoise (Champagne method).



The Champagne method is an expensive and labor-intensive means of naturally carbonating a wine. First, wine is made from local grapes. This is no easy feat. The vineyards of Champagne lie so far north that ripeness is an issue in most years. After clarification and a measure of aging, the wine is put into thick Champagne bottles, along with enough yeast and sugar to initiate a second fermentation. It is this second fermentation in the tightly sealed bottle that puts the bubbles in the bubbly. The carbon dioxide can’t get out, so it’s dissolved in the wine.

The wine is aged—sometimes for years—along with the dead yeast that accumulates as sediment. The trick is to get rid of the sediment without losing all the bubbles. By gradually tilting the bottle a little bit each day until it is inverted, the dead yeast is coaxed into the neck of the bottle where it can quickly be removed. At that time, the bottle is topped off and adjusted for sweetness and then immediately corked so that the wine doesn’t lose its effervescence. The Champagne method, because it’s so time-consuming and labor-intensive, is expensive—one reason for the high price tag of good Champagne. Sparkling wines that are carbonated in other, cheaper ways can be sold for much less.

Fortified Wine

Fortified means that extra alcohol has been added to a wine. Historically, it was done to preserve the wine for shipping, but fortified wines have become specialties to be enjoyed on their own.

If you were making regular table wine, you would crush the grapes and let fermentation take its course. You would end up with a dry wine with about 12–13 percent alcohol. For a fortified wine, you would add a brandy (usually made from the same grape as the wine) or a neutral spirit. If you add the brandy after fermentation, the fortified wine is dry, with no residual sugar. If it is added before fermentation is complete—before all the natural fruit sugar is consumed—the alcohol stops the yeast from converting the sugars, and you have a sweet fortified wine.

There are four primary types of fortified wines: port, sherry, Madeira, and Marsala. The popular drinking wines are port and sherry. Madeira and Marsala are better known as cooking wines, but there are good bottles of each for drinking. Here is a quick look at each:


	
Port is sweet and is most often served after a meal. True port comes from the Douro Valley in Portugal.

	
Sherry, from the vineyards of southern Spain, can range from dry to sweet. Pale, dry sherry is served chilled as an apéritif. Darker, sweet sherry is usually enjoyed as an after-dinner drink. Sherry is quickly gaining popularity in cocktails, as well.

	
Madeira is named after its birthplace, a Portuguese island off the coast of Africa. Unlike other fortified wines, Madeira is heated in its production. It can be sweet or dry.

	
Marsala, named for the town on the western tip of Sicily, comes both dry and sweet. Of all the fortified wines, Marsala is the least distinctive as a beverage and is mostly used for cooking.



Dessert Wine

Dessert wines are called “dessert” because, obviously, they’re sweet. They’re served either with dessert or as dessert. The most popular dessert wines are frequently called late-harvest wines, because the grapes are left on the vine through late autumn until they are practically bursting with sugar. Because of the high concentration of sugar, not all of it converts to alcohol during fermentation. The result is an extremely sweet wine. Most late-harvest wines are produced from grapes that have been affected by a mold called Botrytis cinerea.
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