Episode 126 Orange Wine - The Fourth Color
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we explored fortified wines and their rich traditions. 
Today, we're diving into wine's most misunderstood category: Orange Wine—the "fourth color" that's actually ancient but feels totally modern. 
By the end, you'll know why sommeliers are obsessed with these amber beauties and whether that funky bottle is worth your money.
What Actually Is Orange Wine?
Here's the twist: Orange wine isn't made from oranges. It's white wine made like red wine.
The Simple Science:
· Take white grapes (Pinot Grigio, Riesling, whatever)
· Instead of removing the skins from the juice immediately, the grape skins are left in contact.
· This skin contact (4 days to 6 months) gives white wine an amber-orange color
· Plus tannins, deeper flavors, and that distinctive "grippy" texture
Why This Matters: Most white wine never touches grape skins after crushing. 
Orange wine does the opposite—it's all about that skin contact, just like red wine.
Fun Fact: Georgians have made orange wine in clay pots called qvevri (KVEH-vree) for 8,000 years. 
This isn't a trend—it's older than the pyramids!
Why Should I Care?
Three Reasons Orange Wine Deserves Your Attention:
1. Food Pairing Superpowers Orange wine bridges white and red—it has white wine's acidity plus red wine's tannins. This makes it perfect for foods that stump other wines, like spicy Asian dishes, rich vegetarian meals, charcuterie boards.
2. Natural Wine Gateway Many orange wines are made with minimal intervention (native yeasts, no sulfites). If you're curious about natural wine but scared of funky flavors, orange wine ay be something to remember.
3. Conversation Starter Order orange wine at dinner and watch heads turn. It's wine's ultimate "I know something you don't" move—but in a good way.
Practical Application: How to Navigate Orange Wine
The Flavor Spectrum:
· Light Orange (1-3 days skin contact): Slightly peachy, more texture than color
· Medium Orange (1-2 weeks): Amber color, tea-like tannins, dried fruit
· Deep Orange (months on the skin): Copper color, serious tannins, almost red wine-like
Try This Progression:
1. Beginner: Radikon Ribolla Gialla (Italy, $35) — Gateway orange wine
2. Intermediate: Pheasant's Tears Rkatsiteli (Georgia, $25) — Traditional style
3. Advanced: Gravner Breg (Italy, $60+) — The orange wine legend
Serving Tips:
· Temperature: Slightly cooler than red wine (60-65°F)
· Glassware: Use red wine glasses—these wines need to breathe
· Decanting: Yes! 30 minutes helps, especially for intense versions
Pro Tip: Start with Italian orange wines from Friuli—they're more approachable than Georgian versions.
Common Mistakes to Avoid
Mistake #1: Expecting Regular White Wine 
Orange wine has tannins and can be intense. 
If you're expecting Pinot Grigio, you'll be confused. Think of it as white wine's edgy cousin.
Mistake #2: Serving Too Cold 
Cold temperatures hide orange wine's complexity. Serve warmer than regular white wine—around 60°F is perfect.
Mistake #3: Judging by Color Alone 
Deeper color doesn't always mean better. Some of the best orange wines are pale amber. Focus on balance and complexity, not Instagram-worthy color.
Why These Happen: Orange wine challenges our expectations. Most wine drinkers have been trained to think white = light and refreshing. 
Orange wine rewrites those rules.
Quick Reference Cheat Sheet
Key Orange Wine Regions:
· Georgia: Traditional qvevri method, earthy and mineral
· Italy (Friuli): Modern pioneers, cleaner style
· Slovenia: Neighboring Friuli, excellent value
· Austria: Precise, food-friendly versions
Grape Varieties to Know:
· Pinot Grigio: Light, approachable orange wines
· Ribolla Gialla: Italy's orange wine star
· Rkatsiteli: Georgia's ancient variety
· Gewürztraminer: Spicy, aromatic orange wines
Quick Decision Tips:
· New to orange wine? Start with Italian producers
· Want authentic tradition? Go with Georgian versions
· Food pairing? Look for medium-intensity versions
· Budget under $30? Try Slovenian options
Wine Nerd Alert
The Qvevri Method: Georgian winemakers bury clay pots underground for fermentation. The constant temperature and egg-like shape create unique flavors—some say it's like the wine equivalent of cooking in a clay tagine.
Skin Contact Science: White grape skins contain tannins and color compounds (anthocyanins). 
Longer contact = more extraction. But there's a sweet spot—too long and you get bitter, vegetal flavors.
Try This: The Orange Wine Experiment
The Home Test:
1. Buy two bottles of the same grape variety—one regular white, one orange
2. Serve them side by side at the same temperature
3. Notice the differences in: 
· Color (obviously)
· Texture (orange should feel more substantial)
· Flavor intensity (orange should be more complex)
What You'll Learn: How skin contact transforms a grape's personality completely.
On the Next Sip, Ready to get naturally fizzy? We’ll explore "Pet-Nat: Naturally Sparkling Wine"—the funky, cloudy bubbles that are taking over wine bars everywhere.
Until then, remember: Orange wine isn't weird—it's just different. And different can be delicious. Cheers!
