Episode 56 Terroir - Why Location Matters
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Ever wonder why a Pinot Noir from Burgundy tastes completely different from one made in California—even when it's the same grape, same winemaker techniques, and same vintage year?
The answer is terroir (pronounced "tare-WAHR"), and it's the reason why location is everything in wine.
In this episode, we'll explore:
· What terroir actually means (it's more than just soil)
· How geography shapes every sip you take
· Why some vineyards are worth millions while others struggle to sell their fruit
· How to taste terroir in your glass
Let's dive into wine's most fundamental concept.
What is Terroir?
Terroir is a French word that has no direct English translation, but it encompasses everything about a place that affects how wine tastes. Think of it as the complete environmental fingerprint of a vineyard.
Terroir includes:
· Soil composition (limestone, clay, volcanic rock, gravel)
· Climate (temperature, rainfall, sunshine hours)
· Topography (elevation, slope, aspect to the sun)
· Microclimate (morning fog, afternoon breezes, frost pockets)
But here's what makes terroir fascinating: it's not just one factor. It's how all these elements interact to create something unique that can't be replicated anywhere else.
A vineyard in Burgundy might have limestone soil, cool temperatures, and eastern-facing slopes. Try to recreate those exact conditions in Australia, and you'll get close—but never identical.
Why Should You Care About Terroir?
Understanding terroir transforms you from someone who drinks wine to someone who tastes place. Here's why it matters:
It explains price differences. Why does one Chardonnay cost $15 while another costs $150? Often, it's terroir. Vineyards with exceptional terroir—like Grand Cru sites in Burgundy—command premium prices because they produce wines that taste like nowhere else on earth.
It helps you find wines you'll love. If you love the mineral, crisp style of Chablis, understanding its cool climate and limestone soils helps you discover similar wines from other regions with comparable terroir.
It makes wine more interesting. Instead of just tasting "red wine," you're tasting the hillsides of Barolo, the volcanic soils of Etna, or the river stones of Châteauneuf-du-Pape.
How Terroir Works in Practice
Let's look at Pinot Noir in three different terroirs to see how location shapes the same grape:
Burgundy, France
· Soil: Limestone and clay
· Climate: Cool continental with moderate rainfall
· Topography: Gentle slopes with varied exposures
· Result: Pinot Noirs with elegant red fruit, earthy minerals, and silky tannins
Willamette Valley, Oregon
· Soil: Volcanic Jory soil and sedimentary rock
· Climate: Cool, wet winters and dry summers
· Topography: Rolling hills with diverse elevations
· Result: Pinot Noirs with darker fruit, more structure, and spicy undertones
Central Otago, New Zealand
· Soil: Schist rock with thin topsoil
· Climate: Continental extremes with hot days and cool nights
· Topography: High elevation valleys surrounded by mountains
· Result: Pinot Noirs with intense fruit concentration, vibrant acidity, and mineral precision
The results are the same grape variety expressesing completely different personalities based on where it grows.
Common Terroir Mistakes to Avoid
Thinking terroir is just soil. While soil matters enormously, terroir includes climate, elevation, and countless other factors. A vineyard might have perfect soil but terrible terroir due to harsh winds or extreme temperatures.
Assuming expensive terroir always means better wine. Take Barolo from Italy's Piedmont region—it's one of the world's most prized terroirs with wines selling for $100-$300 or more, but young Barolo can be astringent and requires years to soften. Many wine lovers prefer a $25 Pinot Noir from Oregon that's immediately enjoyable, proving that legendary terroir doesn't always mean better for your palate.
Confusing terroir with winemaking style. Terroir is what nature provides; winemaking is what humans do with it. A heavily oaked Chardonnay from Burgundy might mask its terroir, while a minimally intervened wine from the same vineyard will showcase it clearly.
Wine Nerd Alert: Microclimate Magic
Terroir can vary dramatically within just a few meters. Diamond Creek Vineyards in Napa Valley proves this perfectly—they make four different Cabernet Sauvignons from the same small property: Volcanic Hill, Red Rock Terrace, Gravelly Meadow, and Lake. Each vineyard block has different soil, elevation, and sun exposure, creating wines that taste completely distinct despite being neighbors. This is why understanding terroir means thinking small—sometimes very small.
Quick Terroir Cheat Sheet
· Terroir: The complete environmental conditions of a vineyard
· Key Elements: Soil, climate, topography, microclimate
· Why It Matters: Creates unique, unpredictable wine flavors
· How to Taste It: Look for mineral, earthy, or distinctive regional characteristics
· Pro Tip: Compare the same grape variety from different regions to experience terroir in action
Tasting Terroir Tonight
Want to experience terroir firsthand? Try this simple experiment:
Buy two bottles of the same grape variety from different regions—perhaps a Pinot Noir from Oregon and one from Burgundy, or a Riesling from Germany and one from Australia. Taste them side by side and notice:
· How does the fruit character differ?
· What mineral or earthy notes do you detect?
· How does the acidity and structure vary?
· Which one feels more "place-specific" to you?
This is terroir in action—the same grape telling different stories based on where it grew.
On the Next Sip...
Now that you understand how place shapes wine, let's explore how time tells its own story. Episode 57 uncorks "Vintage - What the Year Tells You,”
Because even the same terroir creates different wines depending on Mother Nature's annual performance.
Until then, sip thoughtfully!
