Episode 123: Vegan Wine – No Animal Products in Winemaking
Picture this: a Burgundian monk in the 15th century, candlelight flickering as he carefully stirs a vat of wine with... a dried fish bladder. 
Fast forward to today, where your supermarket Chardonnay might contain more animal products than a butcher’s apron.
Welcome to the quietly bizarre world of traditional winemaking – where eggs, milk, fish blatters, and even ox blood (yes, really) have been secret used in wine making for centuries. 
But there’s a revolution brewing in vineyards from Napa to Nice, where winemakers are proving you don’t need medieval methods to make extraordinary wine.
I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips – where today we’re pulling back the curtain on vegan winemaking. No scare tactics, no judgment – just the fascinating science and stories behind what really goes into your glass.

The Hidden Ingredients in Your Wine
"Wine starts as grapes, yeast, and maybe some oak. But the process of clarifying it—making it brilliantly clear rather than hazy—has traditionally involved some unexpected helpers:"
Animal-Derived Fining Agents:
· Isinglass: Fish bladder protein (the OG clarifier since medieval times).
· Gelatin: Cow or pig bones (like Jell-O’s less appetizing cousin).
· Casein: Milk protein (used to strip color from whites).
· Egg whites: A Bordeaux classic for polishing tannins.
Key Point: "These agents aren’t in the final wine—they’re removed after doing their job—but their use makes the process non-vegan."

How Vegan Winemaking Works
"Modern vegan winemakers use clever alternatives to achieve the same crystal-clear results:"
Vegan Fining Methods:
· Bentonite Clay: Volcanic ash that acts like a magnet for gunk. No, it’s not the same as diatomaceous earth, but it does work in a similar manner.
· Activated Charcoal: The same stuff that filters your water, also can filter your wine. 
· Pea protein: Legumes doing double duty in your soup and your Syrah.
· Time & gravity: The oldest method of all (a.k.a. "do nothing and wait").
Pro Tip: "Look for ‘unfined & unfiltered’ on labels—these wines are often vegan and more flavorful!"

Why Vegan Wine Isn’t Always Labeled
"Here’s the frustrating part: most vegan wines don’t scream ‘VEGAN!’ on the label. Why?"
· No legal definition: Unlike "organic," "vegan" isn’t regulated for wine.
· Market fear: Wineries worry "vegan wine" sounds "hippie-dippy" (their loss).
· Certification costs: Smaller producers often skip the paperwork.
Workaround: "Use apps like Barnivore or look for kosher-certified wines (many are vegan by default!)."

Debunking Vegan Wine Myths
"Time to decant these misconceptions and leave the sediment behind:"
· "Vegan wine tastes worse" → Tell that to Château Pontet-Canet’s 100-point vegan vintages.
· "It’s all natural wine" → Nope—vegan does not equal natural (though there is overlap).
· "It’s expensive" → Trader Joe’s has vegan wines for under $10. Bless you, Charles Shaw.

Quick Reference Cheat Sheet
Accidentally Vegan Wines:
· Frey Vineyards was the first organic / vegan winery in the U.S.
· The Vegan Vine (Literally in the name—no guesswork)
· Famille Perrin - The legendary Rhône producers behind iconic bottles like Château de Beaucastel (and their wallet-friendly La Vieille Ferme line).
· Quick Reference Cheat Sheet
· Fining Agents to Avoid:
🚫 Isinglass (that's the dried swim bladders of fish)
🚫 Gelatin (from cow or pig bones)
🚫 Casein (cow's milk protein)
🚫 Egg whites (used in fine reds like Bordeaux)

· Pro Phrases to Look For:
✅ "Unfined/Unfiltered"
✅ "Clay-Fined"
✅ "Vegan Certified"

· The Challenges (Let's Keep It 100%)
"Before you swap your whole cellar to vegan bottles, here's the unfiltered truth:"
The Annoyances:
· Label Limbo - Playing detective with tiny print because "vegan" is treated like a dirty secret
· Sommelier Side-Eye - Still getting that "Oh, you're one of those" look at fancy restaurants
· Availability Roulette - Your local shop's "vegan section" might be two dusty bottles of sweet red
The Wins:
· Guilt-Free Sipping - No mental math about fish bladders per gallon
· Allergy Armor - Dairy/egg-free by default (take that, lactose intolerance!
· Future-Proof - With sales up 180%, even Bordeaux giants are quietly reformulating
· Pro Tip: "When somms get snobby, ask if they've tried Château Pontet-Canet's vegan vintages - that usually shuts down the debate."
· The Wins: Ethical clarity, allergy-friendly, the market has grown 180% in 5 years.

On the Next Sip:
"We’re exploring orange wine—the skin-contact weirdo that’s either genius or a crime against grapes. 
Until then, may your wine be cruelty-free and your corkscrew sharp. Cheers!"
Let me know: Ever spotted a surprising ingredient on a wine label?
