Episode 20: Merlot – Smooth and Approachable
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we explored Sauvignon Blanc—zesty, crisp, and full of personality. Today, we’re heading in a softer, rounder direction with Merlot. 
Often seen as the “easygoing” red, Merlot is famously smooth and approachable. But don’t confuse smooth with simple. This grape has more depth—and more misunderstanding—than people give it credit for. 
Once one of the most planted grapes in the world, it was knocked off its pedestal by a certain 2004 movie (if you know, you know). But the truth is, Merlot deserves a fresh look.
By the end of this episode, you’ll know what Merlot really tastes like, how it compares to other reds, and how to find one that fits your style and budget.

What Is Merlot, Really?
Merlot produces wines that are plush, fruit-forward, and typically lower in tannins than Cabernet Sauvignon. 
Think ripe plum, black cherry, chocolate, cedar, and sometimes a touch of green herbs or mint. 
It ripens earlier than Cabernet, making it easier on growers and drinkers alike. That’s why it’s called approachable. 
But here’s the twist: Merlot isn’t always mellow. On Bordeaux’s Right Bank, it makes some of the most prestigious, age-worthy wines in the world.

Why Should You Care?
Merlot is one of the best entry points into red wine. If Pinot Noir feels too light or Cabernet Sauvignon too bold, Merlot offers a smooth middle ground. 
It’s versatile with food, widely available, and often affordable. And because it’s a little out of fashion, you can find great value—especially from Washington State or Chile. 
If you’ve written Merlot off, it’s time to give it another chance.

Finding the Style That Suits You
Merlot wears different personalities depending on where it’s grown:
Bordeaux (France): Structured and earthy with plum, cedar, and graphite. Château La Fleur de Boüard (~$35) is a great example. Perfect if you like restraint and age-worthiness.
California (Napa & Sonoma): Rich and velvety with black cherry, mocha, and vanilla. Duckhorn (~$50) is the benchmark. Ideal for those who enjoy smooth, round textures.
Washington State: Balanced and food-friendly, with raspberry, cocoa, and dried herbs. Try Northstar (~$30) for a mix of richness and value.
Chile & Argentina: Fruity, spicy, and easy-drinking with soft tannins. Concha y Toro’s Marques de Casa Concha (~$18) offers everyday quality at a great price.
Pro tip: If you like Cabernet Sauvignon but want something softer, Merlot offers many of the same flavors without the firm tannins.

Common Misunderstandings About Merlot
“Merlot is boring.” Only if you’re drinking bad Merlot. The good ones are layered and complex.
“Merlot is too soft.” Not always—Right Bank Bordeaux can be firm and structured.
“Merlot is out of style.” Maybe, but that just means more for you—and usually at a better price.

Merlot at a Glance
At its core, Merlot is mellow. Think plum, cherry, and cocoa with a body that ranges from medium to full. Its tannins are usually soft, making it smooth on the palate. 
The key regions to know are Bordeaux’s Right Bank, California, Washington State, and Chile. 
When it comes to food, Merlot shines with roasted chicken, pork, tomato-based pastas, and mushroom risotto. Remember it this way: Merlot equals mellow—but never mistake mellow for dull.

For the Wine Enthusiast
Merlot is a blending powerhouse in Bordeaux and Napa, often used to soften Cabernet Sauvignon. Some winemakers also talk about “clones.” 
Clones are just slight variations of the same grape that have been selected for different qualities, like ripening earlier, making smaller berries, or producing richer flavors. 
Think of it like apple varieties: all apples, but Granny Smith tastes different from Fuji. For Merlot, certain clones can give deeper color or more structure, while others lean soft and fruity. It’s a reminder that even within one grape, there are many shades of expression.

Try This: A Merlot Mini-Tasting
Buy two or three bottles: one from Bordeaux, one from California, and one from Chile or Washington. Taste them side by side and see just how flexible—and food-friendly—this grape really is.

On the Next Sip…
We’re heading to Germany—or maybe Alsace. Either way, Episode 21 uncorks a white wine that’s anything but basic: Riesling – Sweet or Dry?
Until then, give Merlot another shot. You might find it’s smoother, more complex, and more rewarding than you remembered. Cheers!
