Episode 26 – Chenin Blanc: The Versatile Grape
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we explored Tempranillo—Spain’s structured, age-worthy red packed with personality. 
Today, we’re shifting back to white wine, and this time we’re talking about a grape that refuses to be put in a box: Chenin Blanc.
Chenin Blanc is the ultimate shapeshifter. It can be bone-dry, off-dry, sparkling, or lusciously sweet. 
You’ll find it around the world, but it shows its most expressive sides in two places: the Loire Valley in France, and South Africa, where it’s so deeply embraced, they even gave it a local name—Steen.
What makes Chenin Blanc so fascinating is how dramatically it changes character. One sip might give you fresh apple and pear, while the next hints at honey, chamomile, or quince. 
Sweet styles lean toward apricot and marmalade, while drier ones bring out chalky minerality. And it’s not just about flavor—Chenin has a texture all its own. Sometimes it feels waxy, like beeswax or lanolin, giving it this silky, almost slippery mouthfeel that makes it stand apart from sharper whites like Sauvignon Blanc.
That’s why Chenin Blanc is often described as a Swiss army knife of wine. Dry versions are crisp and mineral-driven, off-dry styles balance fruit and acidity, sweet wines are rich but never cloying, and sparkling Chenins deliver zip and complexity. 
Here’s the kicker: many of these wines are shockingly affordable compared to what you get in the glass.
It also happens to be one of the greatest food-pairing grapes out there. Chenin is adaptable enough to handle dishes that stump other wines. 
If Sauvignon Blanc feels too sharp with your meal and Chardonnay feels too heavy, Chenin often steps in perfectly. It loves spicy food—think Thai curries or Indian dishes—it works wonders with funky cheeses, and it shines with seafood in cream sauces. 
I’ve even seen it elevate fried chicken or potato chips, thanks to that acidity cutting through the salt and fat.
Let’s take a quick tour of where Chenin shows its many faces. In the Loire Valley, Chenin’s ancestral home, you’ll find everything from bone-dry Savennières with notes of quince and mineral depth, to Vouvray, which can range from dry and floral to sweet and honeyed. 
Producers like Domaine Huet have proven that Chenin from this region can age for decades, developing nutty, woolly complexity over time. South Africa, on the other hand, has become Chenin’s modern stronghold. With some vineyards more than eighty years old, South African Chenin often delivers incredible value—crisp, fruit-driven wines with flavors of apple, melon, and sometimes a toasty edge if oak-aged. 
A bottle from Mullineux is a great place to start. And then you’ve got places like California, Australia, Argentina, and New Zealand experimenting with their own styles, often fresher and fruitier, showing how adaptable this grape really is.
Of course, with a grape this versatile, there are a few misconceptions. Some people assume Chenin is always sweet because their first encounter was a dessert-style Vouvray. But some of the most serious, structured Chenins are bone-dry. 
Others dismiss it as not “serious,” but in reality, the best Chenins can rival white Burgundy in complexity and age-worthiness. And while it is sometimes used as a blending grape, single-varietal Chenins—from both France and South Africa—prove just how stunning it can be on its own.
If you’re the type who likes to geek out, here’s a fun detail: Chenin is one of the best grapes for botrytis, or noble rot, which concentrates sugars and adds incredible complexity in sweet wines. 
Those Vouvray Moelleux or dessert styles wouldn’t be nearly as magical without it. And in South Africa, old-vine Chenins are producing wines with such depth and concentration that critics have started comparing them to top French whites.
One of the best ways to really understand Chenin Blanc is to line up a few bottles and taste the spectrum. Try a dry Chenin from South Africa, an off-dry Vouvray, and a sweet Loire Moelleux side by side. 
It’s like three completely different personalities, all from the same grape. That’s Chenin’s magic—no two expressions are quite the same, but they’re all unmistakably Chenin.
Next time, we’ll head into Gewürztraminer—the aromatic wonder. It’s floral, spicy, and unapologetically bold. But for now, don’t overlook Chenin Blanc. 
Whether dry, sweet, or sparkling, it’s one of the most adaptable grapes on the planet—and it just might surprise you. Cheers!
