Episode 64 Blending – The Art of Combining Wines
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Picture this: A winemaker stands before dozens of barrels, tasting each wine like a chef perfecting a recipe. This is the start of blending – where ordinary wines transform into something extraordinary through careful combination. 
While single-varietal wines get most of the attention, over 80% of the world's finest wines are actually blends. From the legendary Bordeaux cuvées to your favorite Champagne, blending is wine's ultimate magic trick.
In this episode, we'll explore:
· The science behind why blending works
· Famous blends and what makes them special
· How winemakers approach the blending process
· Common blending grapes and their roles
· How to experiment with blending at home
Why Blend Wines?
Blending isn't about covering up flaws – it's about creating harmony. Think of it like a musical ensemble where multiple instruments blend together to create a masterpiece of sound.:
· Balance: A tannic Cabernet gets softened by Merlot's plushness.
· Complexity: Syrah adds spice to Grenache's fruitiness in GSM Rhône blends, Grenache, Syrah, and Mourvèdre.
· Consistency: Champagne houses maintain their signature style year after year.
· Expression: Some terroirs shine brightest when grapes are combined.
Fun fact: The Bordeaux blend of Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, became famous precisely because these grapes complement each other so well.
Cabernet provides structure while Merlot adds approachability.
The Blender's Toolkit
Winemakers have several blending options:
1. Varietal Blending (Most Common)
· Example: Cabernet Sauvignon + Merlot + Cabernet Franc in Bordeaux
· Why it works: Each grape contributes different characteristics
2. Vineyard Blending
· Combining same-grape wines from different plots
· Example: Burgundy producers blending different Pinot Noir parcels
3. Vintage Blending
· Non-vintage Champagne mixes years for consistency
· Sherry's solera system often blends decades of wines. I’ll talk about this in episode 71.
4. Post-Fermentation Blending
· Adding a touch of oaked wine to unoaked or
· Blending different fermentation batches
Iconic Blends Decoded
1. Bordeaux Blend
· Typical grapes: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot, Malbec.
· Why it works: The "lead vocalist" (Cab or Merlot) changes by region.
2. GSM (Rhône Blend)
· Grenache (fruit), Syrah (spice), Mourvèdre (structure)
· Secret weapon: Often includes 5 or more other Rhône varieties in small amounts.
3. Super Tuscan
· Born from rebellion: Italian Sangiovese plus "international" grapes like Cabernet.
· Changed Italian wine laws forever.
4. Champagne
· Typically, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, or Pinot Meunier.
· Houses guard their precise blends like trade secrets.
The Blending Process: Winemaker's Perspective
I once watched a Bordeaux winemaker create his final blend. He had:
· 30+ trial blends on the table.
· A spreadsheet tracking each component.
· Spittoons everywhere (this is serious business!)
The process typically goes:
1. Bench Trials: Testing micro-blends in beakers.
2. Barrel Selection: Choosing which lots make the cut.
3. Adjustments: Sometimes as little as 2% of a component makes the difference.
4. Aging Decision: Some wines are blended before oak, some after.
Pro Tip: Great blenders think in three dimensions:
· Vertical (tannin/alcohol/acid balance)
· Horizontal (flavor profile)
· Temporal (how it will age)
Blending at Home: Your Turn!
Want to play winemaker? Try this:
Easy Starter Blends:
1. 70% Cabernet + 30% Merlot = Instant Bordeaux
2. 60% Zinfandel + 40% Syrah = California power blend
3. 50% Chardonnay + 50% Viognier = Aromatic white
What You'll Need:
· Clean measuring beakers or shot glasses
· Several open bottles preferably single varietal. 
Perfect for leftover wine!
· Notebook to record your recipes
Advanced Move:
Try blending the same grape from different regions – like Oregon Pinot Noir with California Pinot Noir. The differences can be astonishing!
Common Blending Myths
Myth 1: "Blending is for cheap wines"
Reality: Some of the world's most expensive wines like Petrus, and Krug Champagne are blends
Myth 2: "Single-varietal wines are purer"
Reality: Many "single-variety" wines allow 15% other grapes by law
Myth 3: "Old World blends are better than New World"
Reality: Australia's GSM blends and California's Meritage have proved otherwise.
When Blending Goes Wrong
Not all blends work. Classic pitfalls:
· Drowning delicate aromas (like adding too much Cab to Pinot)
· Creating muddled flavors (too many grapes fighting for attention)
· Unbalanced alcohol (mixing high- and low-ABV wines awkwardly)
Wine Nerd Fact: The term "assemblage" (French for blending) refers to the artful composition of a final wine.
The Future of Blending
Climate change is reshaping blends:
· Bordeaux now allows 7 new heat-resistant varietals.
· Traditional grapes are being planted in new regions.
· Winemakers are rediscovering ancient varieties for blending.
On the Next Sip...
We're taking green to cosmic levels with "Biodynamic Winemaking: Beyond Organic." 
Discover why some winemakers bury cow horns, follow lunar cycles, and treat their vineyards like living organisms. 
Until then, why not grab two bottles and create your own blend? The perfect mix might be one pour away...
P.S. Share your best blend recipes with #WineInSmallSips – we might feature your creation! 
