Episode 3: Wine in Small Sips – How Wine is Made
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we cracked the color code of red, white, and rosé wines (remember: it’s all about skin contact!). Today, we’re pulling back the curtain on the real magic—how ordinary grapes transform into that delicious wine in your glass.
Here’s a surprise: Winemaking isn’t some mysterious alchemy. It’s a series of deliberate steps, each shaping the wine’s flavor. And guess what? You’re already part of the process! Every time you bite into a grape and taste sweet juice, you’re tasting the raw material of wine. So let’s follow the journey from vineyard to bottle.

The Core Concept: 6 Steps to Wine
1. Harvesting
· Grapes are picked at peak ripeness (usually in fall).
· Key decision: Harvest early for crisp whites, later for richer, jammier reds.
· Pro Tip: In cooler climates (like Germany), grapes may be harvested later for higher sugar, while warmer regions (like California) often pick earlier to preserve acidity.
2. Crushing & Destemming
· Grapes are gently crushed to release juice (called “must”).
· Stems are removed (they add bitter tannins—unless you’re making certain rustic wines).
🍷 WINE NERD ALERT:
Some premium wines use whole-cluster fermentation (stems included) for spicy complexity, common in Burgundy Pinot Noir!
3. Fermentation
· Yeast (natural “wild yeast” or added “cultured yeast”) eats sugar, converting it to alcohol + CO₂.
· Wild yeast: Slow, unpredictable, but can add unique flavors.
· Cultured yeast: Controlled, consistent results.
· Red wines ferment with skins for color/tannins (days to weeks).
· White wines ferment without skins (cooler temps, preserving freshness).
4. Pressing
· Juice is separated from solids.
· For reds: Pressing happens after fermentation (to extract color and tannins from skins).
· For whites: Pressing happens before fermentation (to avoid bitter compounds).
5. Aging
· Wine rests in tanks, oak barrels, or bottles.
· Oak barrels: Add vanilla/toast notes (common for bold reds like Cabernet Sauvignon).
· Stainless steel: Keeps fruit pure (typical for crisp whites like Sauvignon Blanc).
· Pro Tip: Not all oak is equal! French oak = subtle spice; American oak = stronger vanilla.
6. Bottling
· Wine is filtered (or not), then sealed with corks or screwcaps.
· Unfiltered wines: Often more textured but may have sediment.

Why Should I Care?
Understanding this process helps you:
· Decode labels: Terms like “barrel-aged” or “unoaked” suddenly make sense.
· Spot quality: Wines fermented with native yeast often have more complexity.
· Appreciate value: That $20 bottle might’ve aged 6 months in oak; the $50 one possibly 2 years!

Practical Application
Next time you sip wine, play detective:
1. Swirl and sniff:
· Oak-aged wines smell like vanilla/baking spices.
· Stainless-steel wines scream fresh fruit.
2. Check the alcohol %:
· Higher ABV (14%+) usually means riper grapes (but sugar can be adjusted!).
3. Look for “unfiltered” on labels: These wines are often richer (but not always—some filtered wines can be bold too!).
TRY THIS: Buy two Chardonnays—one oaked, one unoaked—and taste the difference side by side.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Myth: “All wine gets better with age.”
Truth: 90% of wines are meant to drink within 1–3 years! Only structured wines (e.g., Cabernet, Barolo) improve over decades.
· Myth: “Screwcaps mean cheap wine.”
Truth: They’re practical and preserve freshness (even used for premium New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc!).

Quick Reference
· Harvest → Crush → Ferment → Press → Age → Bottle = Wine’s life cycle.
· Oak = vanilla/toast. Stainless steel = pure fruit.
· Unfiltered wines = often more textured (but may need decanting).

The “Next Sip” Teaser
Now that we’ve followed wine’s journey, let’s tackle a hot topic: Alcohol content. Why do some wines pack a punch (15% ABV!) while others stay light? And how can you guess a wine’s strength before tasting? We’ll crack the code next time.
Until then, this is Marc with WINE IN SMALL SIPS. Keep swirling, sniffing, and sipping—you’re already thinking like a winemaker!

