Episode 66 Natural Wine: The Minimal Intervention Movement
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
That cloudy, funky-smelling wine your adventurous friend brought to dinner? It might not be "off" – it could be natural wine, the most polarizing movement in modern winemaking.
While conventional winemakers have hundreds of additives at their disposal, natural wine producers work with just grapes, wild yeast, and time. 
It's winemaking stripped to its essence, and it's dividing wine lovers into passionate camps.
In this episode, we'll explore:
· What "natural" actually means 
spoiler: there's no legal definition.
· Wild yeast vs. commercial yeast – why natural wine tastes so different
· The sulfite controversy – why natural wines can be unstable
· Orange wine and pet-nat (Pétillant Naturel)– natural wine's funky cousins
FYI Pet-Nat is an ancient method sparkling wine that finishes fermenting in the bottle
Did you know? Natural wine often contains less than 10mg/L of sulfites, compared to 150-350mg/L in conventional wine. I mentioned before but will repeat it, dried fruit contains 10 times more sulfites than most natural wines.
The Philosophy: Less is More
Natural wine isn't just a technique – it's a philosophy. These winemakers believe wine should express pure terroir without technological interference. That means:
In the vineyard:
· Organic or biodynamic farming, so no synthetic pesticides or fertilizers.
· Hand-harvesting only.
· Lower yields for concentrated flavors.
In the winery there a many standards:
· Wild yeast fermentation, there is no commercial yeast additions.
· Minimal or zero sulfites.
· No fining or filtration.
· No temperature control during fermentation.
· No acidification, added sugars, or other corrections.
Think of it as the difference between a home-cooked meal using garden vegetables versus a fast-food meal. Both fill you up, but the experiences are completely different.
The Wild Yeast Revolution
Here's where natural wine gets interesting. Commercial yeast produces predictable, clean fermentations. While wild yeast that microscopic organisms naturally present on grape skins creates chaos and unpredictability.
Wild yeast characteristics:
· Slower, irregular fermentation
· Unique flavor compounds
· Higher risk of stuck fermentation
· Vintage-to-vintage variation
The result? Natural wines often taste funkier, more complex, and sometimes downright weird. 
You might encounter flavors like:
· Farmhouse funk – not good!
· Bread dough.
· Cider-like tartness.
· Earthy, mushroom notes.
· Sour, almost pickle-like acidity.
The Sulfite Divide
Sulfites are winemaking's insurance policy – they prevent oxidation and kill harmful bacteria. Natural winemakers use minimal sulfites or none at all, which creates both magic and mayhem.
Benefits of low sulfites:
· Purer fruit expression.
· More textural complexity.
Risks of low sulfites:
· Wine instability.
· Potential for spoilage.
· Shorter shelf life.
· Variation between bottles.
Pro tip: Natural wines are best consumed within 2-3 years and should be stored carefully. 
Natural Wine Styles to Know
Pet-Nat (Pétillant Naturel)
· Sparkling wine finished in the bottle.
· Cloudy, yeasty, often with sediment.
· Lower alcohol, refreshing acidity.
· Think rustic Champagne's wild cousin.
Orange Wine
· White grapes fermented with skin contact.
· Amber/orange color from tannins.
· Grippy texture, complex flavors.
· Popular in Georgia, Slovenia, and trendy wine bars.
Carbonic Maceration Reds
· Whole grape fermentation.
· Bright, fruity, low tannins.
· Beaujolais Nouveau style.
· Often purple-pink color.
Common Natural Wine Mistakes
Mistake 1: Expecting conventional wine flavors 
Natural wines operate by different rules. That "weird" taste might be exactly what the winemaker intended.
Mistake 2: Judging by appearance Cloudiness, sediment, and color variation are features, not flaws. Clear, bright wine often means heavy processing.
Mistake 3: Storing like conventional wine Natural wines are more fragile. Keep them cool, drink them young, and don't be surprised if bottles from the same case taste different.
Mistake 4: Dismissing spoiled wine as "natural" Real faults exist. If wine smells like wet cardboard, nail polish, or rotten eggs, it's probably actually spoiled.
Tasting Natural Wine: Adjust Your Palate
What to expect:
· More acidity than conventional wine.
· Unusual aromatics (Earthy, mushroom notes, spice).
· Textural differences (more grip, less smooth).
· Vintage variation (same wine, different years = different experiences).
Tasting tips:
· Let the wine breathe – natural wines often improve with air.
· Serve slightly warmer than conventional wine.
· Pair with simple, seasonal foods.
· Approach with curiosity, not judgment.
The Great Natural Wine Debate
Supporters argue:
· Purer expression of terroir.
· More interesting, complex flavors.
· Environmentally sustainable.
· Connects us to wine's ancient origins.
Critics counter:
· Inconsistent quality.
· Higher prices for potentially flawed wine.
· Ideology over drinkability.
· Not accessible to average wine drinkers.
The reality? Like many wine movements, natural wine has produced both brilliant bottles and undrinkable disasters. The key is finding producers who balance philosophy with skill.
Notable Natural Wine Regions
· France: Loire Valley, Beaujolais, Languedoc 
· Italy: Friuli, Sicily, Piedmont 
· Austria: Burgenland, Wachau 
· United States: California, Oregon, New York 
· Australia: Adelaide Hills, Yarra Valley
Your Natural Wine Journey
Start here:
· Pet-nat from Loire Valley producers
· Orange wine from Friuli or Slovenia
· Carbonic maceration of Beaujolais
· Natural Pinot Noir from Oregon
Find natural wines:
· Specialized wine shops
· Natural wine bars
· Online retailers focusing on natural/organic wines
· Wine festivals with natural producers
The Bottom Line
Natural wine isn't better or worse than conventional wine – it's different. 
Some natural wines are transcendent expressions of place and time. Others taste like science experiments gone wrong.
The movement has undeniably pushed all winemakers to question unnecessary interventions and consider environmental impact. 
Even if you never develop a taste for funky natural wines, the philosophy has made all wine more thoughtful.
Quick Reference:
· Natural wine = minimal intervention winemaking
· Wild yeast creates unique, unpredictable flavors
· Low/no sulfites = more fragile wines
· Expect variation, embrace the unexpected
· Best consumed young and stored carefully
On the Next Sip... We'll explore "Carbonic Maceration: Making Light Reds" – the technique that creates Beaujolais Nouveau and gives many natural wines their distinctive character.
Until then, raise a glass – whether it's crystal clear or cloudy with character!
P.S. Tried a natural wine that converted you (or confused you)? I'd love to hear about your experience with wine's wildest movement.
