Episode 57 Vintage - What the Year Tells You
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
You've probably noticed that every wine bottle has a year printed on it. 
But here's what most people don't realize: that year isn't just a date—it's a weather report, a story of survival, and sometimes the difference between a $30 bottle and a $300 one.
Last episode, we explored how place shapes wine through terroir. Today, we're diving into how time—specifically, the weather conditions of a single growing season—can make wines from the same vineyard taste completely different.
In this episode, we'll cover:
· What vintage actually means (and why it matters more for some wines than others)
· How weather creates "great" and "challenging" vintages
· Why some years become legendary while others are forgotten
· How to use vintage knowledge to find better wines and save money
Let's decode what those four digits on your wine bottle are really telling you.
What is Vintage?
Vintage is simply the year the grapes were harvested. Sounds simple, right? But those grapes experienced 12 months of weather—spring frost, summer heat, autumn rain, winter cold…. All can include: freezes, drought, hail, perfect sunshine, or all of the above.
Every single day of weather affects the final wine. Too much rain dilutes flavors. Too little creates stress. Perfect conditions create harmony. This is why the same vineyard can produce dramatically different wines depending on the year.
Think of vintage as wine's annual report card from Mother Nature.
Why Vintage Matters More for Some Wines
Not all wines are created equal when it comes to vintage sensitivity:
Vintage Matters Most:
· Bordeaux, Burgundy, Barolo - Premium regions where subtle differences are magnified
· Single-vineyard wines - No blending to smooth out vintage variation
· Wines meant for aging - Vintage determines aging potential
· Cool climate regions - Weather variations have bigger impact
Vintage Matters Less:
· Champagne (most are blended from multiple years)
· Bulk commercial wines (blended from multiple regions)
· Warm, consistent climates like parts of California and Australia
· Wines consumed young - drink them before vintage differences develop
How Weather Creates Wine History
Let's look at how specific weather patterns create legendary or challenging vintages:
The Perfect Storm: 2005 Bordeaux
· Spring: Ideal flowering conditions
· Summer: Hot and dry with cool nights
· Harvest: Perfect timing with no rain
· Result: Concentrated, balanced wines that will age for decades
The Challenge: 2011 Bordeaux
· Spring: Late frost damaged vines
· Summer: Cool and wet
· Harvest: Rain interrupted picking
· Result: Lighter wines that drink well young but lack aging potential
The Surprise: 2013 Germany
· Growing Season: Cool and wet (normally challenging)
· October: Unexpected warm, dry weather
· Result: Rieslings with perfect balance - a "miracle vintage"
Notice how the same terroir produces completely different wines based on that year's weather.
Reading Vintage Like a Pro
Here's how to decode vintage information:
Research the Region's Climate:
· Consistent climates (McLaren Vale, Australia, Napa, and Sonoma, California) show less vintage variation
· Marginal climates (Burgundy, Mosel) show dramatic vintage swings
· Continental climates are more vintage-sensitive than maritime ones
Look for Patterns:
· Hot years often produce riper, more alcoholic wines
· Cool years typically create wines with higher acidity and elegance
· Wet years can dilute flavors but sometimes create unexpected gems
Check Multiple Sources:
· Wine publications rate vintages, but remember these are generalizations
· A "poor" vintage for one producer might be excellent for another
· Though rare some producers excel in challenging vintages
Common Vintage Mistakes to Avoid
Assuming older always means better. Some wines are designed to drink young and fresh. A 2024 Sauvignon Blanc will likely taste better than a 2020 one, regardless of vintage quality.
Obsessing over vintage charts. These are helpful guides, but they're generalizations. A skilled winemaker can make great wine in challenging years, while poor winemaking can ruin even perfect vintage conditions.
Ignoring vintage entirely. While vintage shouldn't dominate your wine choices, it's useful information. Understanding that 2016 was exceptional in Burgundy while 2014 was challenging can help you make better purchasing decisions.
🍷 Wine Nerd Alert: Vintage Ports
Port offers the most dramatic example of vintage importance. Regular Port is blended from multiple years, but Vintage Port is only declared in exceptional years—maybe 3-4 times per decade. When houses like Taylor, Fonseca, and Dow all "declare" the same vintage, you know it was special. These wines can age for 50+ years and become legendary.
Quick Vintage Cheat Sheet
· Vintage: The year grapes were harvested
· Why It Matters: Weather during growing season affects flavor and aging potential
· Most Important For: Premium regions, single vineyards, age-worthy wines
· Less Important For: Champagne, bulk wines, consistent warm climates
· Pro Tip: Great producers can make good wine in challenging vintages
Using Vintage Knowledge Tonight
Want to experience vintage differences? Try this:
Find two bottles of the same wine from the same producer but different years—ideally 2-3 years apart. Many wine shops sell older vintages alongside current releases. If you have a favorite shop they may be of help choosing your wines.
Compare:
· Color differences (older wines often show more amber tones)
· Aroma intensity (some vintages are more aromatic)
· Flavor concentration (hot years often produce riper fruit)
· Texture and structure (cool years typically have higher acidity)
This is vintage variation in action—the same terroir telling different stories based on each year's weather.
Smart Vintage Shopping
For Immediate Drinking:
· Don't worry too much about vintage for everyday wines
· Focus on recent releases for fresh, crisp whites
For Special Occasions:
· Research the vintage before buying expensive bottles
· Consider "off" vintages from great producers—they're often underpriced gems
For Cellaring:
· Invest in great vintages from proven regions
· Remember that "great" vintages cost more but with proper storage they often justify the price
On the Next Sip...
Now that you understand how place (terroir) and time (vintage) shape wine, let's explore the human element. 
Episode 58 dives into "Harvest Time - When and How Grapes Are Picked," because timing this crucial decision can make or break an entire vintage.
Until then, sip thoughtfully!
