Episode 145 - Cooking with Wine: What Belongs in the Pan (and What Doesn’t)
Hi, I’m Marc, and welcome back to Wine in Small Sips.
Cooking with wine sounds simple.
Open bottle.
Pour wine.
Become a better cook.
In reality, cooking with wine is one of the easiest ways to ruin both a dish and a perfectly good bottle if you don’t understand what wine actually does when heat gets involved.
So today, we’re keeping it practical.
What wine belongs in the pan.
What absolutely doesn’t.
And why cooking with wine is more about balance than brand.

The Core Concept
When you cook with wine, you are not “adding wine flavor.”
You are adding acid, alcohol, and dissolved flavor compounds, then changing them with heat.
Alcohol mostly burns off. Fruit softens. Acidity concentrates. Tannin becomes bitterness if you’re not careful.
That’s why the wine you love drinking is often the wrong wine to cook with.
And it’s why “cooking wine” from the grocery store is almost always a mistake.

The First Rule (and It’s Non-Negotiable)
Never cook with wine you wouldn’t drink.
That doesn’t mean expensive.
It means clean, sound, and balanced.
Most cooking wines are loaded with salt and stabilizers. Once they reduce, those flaws get louder, not quieter. You lose control of seasoning, and the dish ends up harsh or muddy.
A simple, honest bottle beats a purpose-built “cooking wine” every time.

Why Wine Changes So Much When Heated
Heat exaggerates everything.
Acidity sharpens.
Oak turns bitter.
Tannin dries your mouth even without the wine in your glass.
What tastes rich and smooth at the table can turn aggressive in a sauce.
That’s why lighter, fresher wines usually work better than big, serious ones.

Which Wines Work Best
White Wines
Dry, high-acid whites are the workhorses of the kitchen.
Think Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Grigio, Albariño, dry Riesling, or an unoaked Chardonnay.
They deglaze pans beautifully, brighten sauces, and lift cream or butter without fighting it.
Avoid heavily oaked whites. Oak doesn’t soften with heat. It turns woody and bitter fast.
Red Wines
If you’re cooking with red wine, think restraint.
Young, fruit-forward reds with modest tannin work best. Pinot Noir, Gamay, Barbera, and Grenache are far safer than Cabernet or Syrah.
Big reds bring tannin and oak into the pan, and once reduced, that structure can dominate the dish.
Fortified Wines
Sherry, Madeira, and Marsala deserve special mention.
They’re already oxidized and stable, which makes them excellent for cooking. A splash can add depth without overpowering, especially in soups, sauces, and braises.

How to Use Wine Properly
Wine works best when it has a job.
Deglazing:
After searing meat, wine lifts browned bits from the pan and turns them into flavor.
Balancing richness:
Wine cuts through butter, cream, and fat, keeping dishes from feeling heavy.
Building layers:
A small amount early, reduced properly, adds complexity without screaming “wine sauce.”
One important habit.
Let the wine reduce before adding stock or cream. Raw alcohol tastes harsh. Give it time to cook off.

Common Mistakes
Using sweet wine unless the recipe demands it. Sweetness concentrates quickly.
Adding wine too late. If it doesn’t reduce, it doesn’t integrate.
Using leftover wine that’s already oxidized. If it tastes tired in the glass, it will taste worse in the pan.
And the classic mistake.
Pouring half the bottle without tasting. Wine is seasoning. Taste as you go.

Quick Sip Reference
Best Choices
· Dry whites with good acidity
· Light, low-tannin reds
· Sherry, Madeira, Marsala
Avoid
· Cooking wine
· Heavy oak
· Big, tannic reds
· Sweet wines unless specified
Rule of Thumb
If you wouldn’t enjoy a small glass of it, don’t cook with it.

On the Next Sip
Next time, we’re stepping back from technique and into context with Wine and Culture.
Why wine means different things in different places, and how understanding that changes the way you drink it.
Until then, remember.
Wine in the kitchen isn’t about showing off.
It’s about knowing when less does more.
This is Marc.
Cheers.

