Episode 5: “Dry vs Sweet: What These Terms Really Mean”

Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we decoded alcohol content and how it shapes your wine experience.
Today, we’re tackling one of the most misunderstood words in wine: dry. And no, it’s not about tannins or your mouth feeling parched.
Here’s a curveball — that “bone-dry” Cabernet might actually have more sugar than your so-called “dry” Riesling. Confusing? Let’s clear it up.

The Core Concept — Residual Sugar
“Dry” simply means the wine has very little residual sugar left after fermentation. That’s it. No mystery, no mouth desert.
Fermentation 101: Yeast eats grape sugar, producing alcohol and CO₂. Depending on how the winemaker controls the process, one of three things happens:
· All sugar is consumed → you get a dry wine.
· Alcohol reaches a point that kills the yeast → leftover sugar remains (sweet wine).
· The winemaker stops fermentation early → more sugar is preserved.

The ABV Connection
ABV (Alcohol by Volume) is the percentage of alcohol in your wine.
· Wines over 14% ABV often taste drier — more sugar was converted to alcohol, and the alcohol’s warmth reduces perceived sweetness.
· Wines under 11% ABV are often sweet — fermentation stopped before all the sugar was gone, common in Moscatos or German Rieslings.

It’s Not Just Sugar
Perception of sweetness is influenced by:
· Acidity — high acid (like in Riesling) can mask sweetness.
· Tannins — bitterness in reds can offset sweet impressions.
· Fruit aromas — ripe tropical or stone fruit notes can make a wine seem sweeter, even when dry.

Why It Matters
Knowing the real meaning of “dry” helps you:
· Order with confidence — no surprises in your glass.
· Pair better — sweet wines soothe spicy food, dry wines cut rich dishes.
· Spot hidden sugar — some commercial “dry” wines are sweetened to mask flaws.

Practical Clues
If there’s no sweetness level on the label:
· Check ABV — under 11% often means sweeter.
· Look at the legs — thicker, slower legs can indicate sugar (or high alcohol).
· Taste the finish — crisp and tart often means dry, while lingering fruit or floral notes can suggest sweetness.

For Drinkers
If you like clean, refreshing wines, focus on bottles labeled “dry” or “extra brut.” Be aware that “off-dry” doesn’t mean sweet — it can be beautifully balanced.

For Enthusiasts
Experiment with tasting a dry wine and an off-dry wine of the same variety. Note how acidity, fruit, and alcohol change your perception of sweetness, even if sugar levels are similar.

Try This
Taste these side by side:
· A Sauvignon Blanc (dry, crisp)
· An off-dry Chenin Blanc
Notice how the Chenin feels rounder, even though the actual sugar difference might be small — that’s acidity at work.

On the Next Sip: We’ll decode wine labels — why some tell you the vineyard and vintage, and others leave you guessing. You’ll learn how to spot the real gems, no matter the price.
Until next time, this is Marc with WINE IN SMALL SIPS — reminding you that sweetness is a spectrum, not a flaw. The best wine is the one that makes your taste buds happy.
