Episode 17: Chardonnay
Chardonnay is one of those grapes that can be just about anything you want it to be. 
Crisp and mineral-driven from a cool corner of France, lush and tropical from a sun-baked Californian hillside, or somewhere in between. 
It’s grown almost everywhere wine is made, but it traces its roots back to Burgundy, where it still sets the global standard.
What makes Chardonnay so versatile? A big part of it is the grape’s neutral character. 
On its own, Chardonnay isn’t flashy or overly aromatic. That blank canvas lets winemakers shape it with climate, soil, and cellar choices. 
In a cool climate like Chablis, you’ll taste bright citrus, green apple, and a clean, chalky finish. 
Move to somewhere warmer like Napa Valley or Margaret River, and you’re looking at ripe pear, pineapple, and a richer texture.
Winemaking plays just as big a role. Aging in oak barrels can add vanilla, spice, and a rounder mouthfeel. Stainless steel keeps things fresh and pure, letting fruit and acidity take the lead. 
Malolactic fermentation — the process that turns sharper malic acid into softer lactic acid — can bring that signature buttery note. 
Don’t forget lees contact, where the wine rests on spent yeast cells for added creaminess and a subtle bread-dough aroma.
Pairing Chardonnay with food is all about matching weight and texture. A lean, crisp style loves oysters, sushi, or a simple goat cheese salad. 
A fuller-bodied, oaked version stands up to roast chicken, creamy pasta, or even lobster with drawn butter. 
In each case, the wine’s balance of acidity and texture makes it one of the easiest grapes to pair across a meal.
For all its variations, Chardonnay has a common thread: it reflects its origin and the winemaker’s hand more than almost any other white grape. 
That’s why it’s worth exploring bottles from different regions and styles — not just the ones you already know.
Keep exploring, and you might just find that your favorite Chardonnay isn’t from where you’d expect.
