Episode 15 – Building Your Wine Vocabulary: Essential Terms
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Ever left a wine shop thinking, “Why can’t I explain what I like?” Or worse—nodded along as someone raved about “petrichor” while you silently wondered if that was a dinosaur? Today, we’re fixing that. With just 20 or so essential terms, you’ll go from “tastes good” to “tart cherry with silky tannins”—no sommelier diploma required.
Fun fact: Studies show that learning flavor words can actually rewire your brain to detect more nuances. This isn’t just vocabulary—it’s a palate upgrade.

The Core Concept: Words Are Flavor Magnets
Knowing the right words does three very practical things:
· Saves money – “Dry Riesling” gets you what you want far more reliably than just asking for “white wine.”
· Solves arguments – “This Pinot is too earthy” is more convincing than “I don’t like it.”
· Makes drinking more fun – naming what you taste feels like a superpower.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
· “Dry” = bitter – No, it just means not sweet.
· “Oaky” = fancy – Over-oaked wine can taste like licking a lumberyard.
· “Complex” = better – Sometimes a crisp, simple wine is exactly what you want.

The Essential Wine Dictionary
Tier 1 – Must-Know Terms (Survive Any Wine Shop)
· Tannin – The drying grip in reds, like black tea. Try a young Cabernet Sauvignon.
· Acidity – The mouth-watering zing, like biting into a lemon. Taste it in Sauvignon Blanc.
· Body – The weight of the wine, from skim milk to cream. Compare Pinot Noir (light) with Syrah (full).
Tier 2 – Flavor Decoders (Impress at the Table)
· Fruit-forward – Jammy, ripe fruit flavors, common in many New World wines.
· Earthy – Mushroom, forest floor, or dried leaves—classic in Burgundy reds.
· Mineral – Wet stone or flint, often found in Chablis.
Pro Tip: “Petrichor” is that rain-on-dirt smell you might find in some reds—drop it casually at your next tasting and watch eyebrows rise.
Tier 3 – Winemaking Secrets (For the Curious)
· Malolactic fermentation (MLF) – Converts sharp acids to softer, creamy notes. Common in many Chardonnays.
· Sur lie – Aging the wine on dead yeast cells to add richness, often giving Champagne its brioche character.

Try This: The $10 Vocabulary Workout
Pick up a Spanish Garnacha, such as Borsao Garnacha (around $9). Taste for:
· Fruit – Strawberry? Raspberry?
· Earth – Dried herbs or dust?
· Tannin – Does it grip your gums?
Bonus: Keep a tasting sheet to track and build your personal flavor library.

Enthusiast Alert
· Brettanomyces – A wild yeast that can make wine smell like a barnyard. Some love it, others hate it.
· Varietal vs. variety – Varietal is the wine (Cabernet Sauvignon); variety is the grape itself.

Cheat Sheet – Saying It Better
· Instead of “Smooth” → “Well-integrated tannins” (example: Merlot).
· Instead of “Strong” → “Full-bodied with high alcohol” (example: California Zinfandel).
· Instead of “Tastes like wine” → “Fruit-forward with bright acidity” (example: New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc).
Memory Trick: Tannins dry your gums, acidity makes you pucker.

Real-World Win: A reader once described a Sicilian wine as having “volcanic minerality.” The shop owner handed them a hidden gem for under $15.

On the Next Sip…
Cabernet Sauvignon: King or Con Artist? We’ll blind-taste a $15 bottle against a $100 cult wine to see if price really equals quality. Spoiler: you might be surprised.
Until then, remember: the best wine vocabulary isn’t about sounding fancy—it’s about getting the next glass you’ll love. Cheers! 

