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PULLING THE CORK 
 
GETTING THE MOST OUT OF WINE 

Want to get the most out of the wine you’re drinking? Follow these ten rules and you’ll be 
well on your way. You can think of them as suggestions more than strict commandments but if 
you follow them it’s almost all good news. Break a few rules and you’ll probably still enjoy your 
wine … although maybe not as much.  

 
SERVE YOUR RED WINES COOL. This is the single best piece of advice I can give any 
wine drinker. Whether Cabernet or Port, Beaujolais or Chianti, there is not a red wine made that 
doesn’t taste better at 58-60° than it does at 72-78° (typical Houston room temperature). The 
cooler temperatures allow the fruit to stand out and minimize the impression of alcohol on both 
the nose and the palate. At the cooler temperatures, the wine is more refreshing and feels better 
in the mouth. 

How do you get a room temperature bottle to 60°? If you have temperature controlled wine 
storage your wine is already there. Good units keep wine between 53° and 58°. If you don’t have 
that luxury, put the bottle in the refrigerator for 30-45 minutes prior to serving. Or put a bottle of 
red in a bucket of ice and water for no more than two minutes (particularly useful in restaurants 
where red wines are routinely brought to the table closer to kitchen temperatures than ideal cellar 
temperature. If you are at home and you are not trying to impress anybody, use a couple of 
plastic ice cubes in your wine glass.  Other than proper storage, maybe the best trick is to dump 
your wine into a one-liter heavy glass carafe you keep in the freezer. Let the wine sit in the 
carafe a minute or two and then pour from the carafe into your glasses. I keep a carafe in my 
freezer all the time. I keep a plastic bag with a rubber band around the mouth of the carafe to 
keep it from picking up any off aromas from the freezer. 

By the same token, learn to serve your white wines less chilled, or at least warmer than the 
36° several hours in most refrigerators leaves them or (even worse) the 32° that results from too 
much time in a bucket of ice-water. At these frigid temperatures, most wines taste more acidic 
and are reluctant to give up their full array of aroma and flavor. Take your white wines and 
sparkling wines out 20-30 minutes before you serve them and let them warm-up a bit; 45° is 
about right. Sit an already cool bottle on top of the ice in an ice bucket to maintain that cool 
temperature (this is also a good idea for keeping a red wine at the right temperature throughout a 
meal). In restaurants, pull white wines out of the ice bucket and let them warm a bit on the table. 
 
DRINK THE BEST WITH THE BEST. Think Champagne and caviar. Even this most classic 
combination sometimes doesn’t work because one or both of the ingredients is inferior. Maybe 
the caviar is cheap grocery store lumpfish. Maybe the bubbly was a bargain bin buy better suited 
to mimosas. Either can cause the match to fail. If you’ve spent the money to buy real Sturgeon 
caviar, go ahead and buy a fine bottle of Champagne to enjoy with it. Vintage Bruts from top 
Champagne houses like Taittinger, Veuve-Clicquot, Moet, and Bonnaire start at around $70.00 
per bottle. Or try a bottle of “Farmer Fizz” – which is wine geek speak for estate bottled 
Champagne made, bottled, and finished by the farmer who grows the grapes for it. For a real 
splurge, try a top luxury-cuvee Champage such as Moet’s Dom Perignon, Taittinger’s Comtes de 
Champagne, Veuve-Clicquot’s la Grande Dame, or anything from Krug. The same is true of 
pairing a fine, mature Sauternes with fresh foie gras or a great Napa Cabernet Sauvignon with a 
prime dry-aged bone-in New York strip grilled to just past rare; always serve the best with the 
best. 
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TAKE YOUR WINE STRAIGHT HOME. From March to November, it is sheer folly to leave 
wine in your car for any time at all. Ten minutes in a car parked in direct sunlight on a warm 
March day in Houston can ruin a bottle. Five minutes in a car parked in sunlight on a Houston 
June day will ruin a bottle. Even cars parked in covered garages get far too warm. Do not run 
into the post office or a convenience store. Don’t even stop for gas. Take your wine straight 
home. And in the hottest part of the summer, the best place for your wine to ride is on the 
passenger side front seat or floorboard. After that, the back seat is the best option. The un-air-
conditioned trunk is the last option, especially if the drive is more than a few minutes. If you 
drive a van or SUV (or even some cars), make sure you don’t sit a wine case on the floor directly 
over a muffler or catalytic converter as these parts throw off excessive heat that can create a hot 
spot on the floor of your vehicle.  
 
INVEST IN GOOD WINEGLASSES. It doesn’t have to be Riedel but good glasses almost 
always make wine taste better. What makes a good glass? The basics include a stemmed design, 
a cut rim, an ample capacity, and a shape that curves back in a bit at the top.  Wine glasses have 
stems so you can hold the stem and avoid heating the wine by holding the bowl as well as 
keeping your fingerprints and other smudges off the bowl. A cut rim, as opposed to a rolled or 
rounded lip, gives a smoother, cleaner flow from the glass into the mouth. A capacity of at least 
12 ounces (unless it’s a tasting glass where 6.5-7.5 ounces can be sufficient) allows for a nice 
chimney in which the aromas can develop. A shape that curves in a bit at the top allows you to 
swirl the wine without it sloshing out. I’ve found plenty of serviceable wineglasses for as little as 
$3.00 per stem. For under $10.00 per stem, the Riedel “Overture” glasses which come in a 
variety of basic shapes are designed to enhance the character of several broad categories of wine. 
While Riedel’s top of the line Sommelier series of hand-blown crystal glasses features over 30 
shapes and sizes and prices ranging to well over $50.00 per stem may seem excessive, some 
connoisseurs swear by them.  

At home, I use five different wine glasses. For red Bordeaux, Cabernet Sauvigno, Merlot, 
and Malbec, I use the Riedel Vinum Bordeaux glass. For Pinot Noir, Red Burgundy (which is 
Pinot Noir), most Syrah, and most oak influenced Chardonnays, I use the Riedel Vinum 
Burgundy glass. For unwooded Chardonnay, Sauvignon blanc, Pinot Gris, Dry-to-Semi-Sweet 
Rieslings, and most other whites and roses, and for Zinfandel and most Spanish reds I prefer the 
Vinum Zinfandel/Grand Cru Riesling Glass. For sparkling wines, whether great Champagne or 
inexpensive Spanish Cava, I prefer the Riedel Overture Champagne glass (the one with the 
rounded bottom. Keep in mind, however, that this advise is coming from someone who has 
drunk the likes of 1990 Ch. Latour out of foam coffee cups while sitting on the tailgate of his 
truck eating a chicken-fried-steak-sandwich at the Sonic Drive-In in Waller, Texas. They (the 
wine and the sandwich) tasted great but how much better would the wine have been in ... 

Why am I so sold on Riedel as a brand? I used to buy similar shapes in other brands for much 
less money and had good results. The glasses were fine but I inevitably broke some and usually 
could not replace the glass because the model I had invested in was no longer available. I am 
willing to pay a bit more for Riedel both because the shapes are ideal and the glasses do not 
change so they are replaceable when I have breakage. I can’t recommend the newly popular 
stem-less wine glasses. Spec’s carries them because some people want to buy them but the lack 
of a stem makes them unappealing to me. 
 
NEVER FILL A WINEGLASS MORE THAN ONE THIRD FULL. This is the corollary to 
“Invest in good wine glasses” You need room to swirl the wine and space for the bouquet to 
develop. Some top-of-the-line glasses have an actual capacity of 20 or more ounces. Even in 
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these very large glasses, limit your pour to no more than 4-6 ounces. Those who know this and 
still pour too much are probably being greedy and deserve to be short-changed on the aroma. The 
only real exception to this rule is sparkling wine in which flutes or tulip-shaped glasses (just say 
“no” to the dish-shaped coupés) may be filled to within an inch of the top. 
 
TASTE EVERY CHANCE YOU GET. Go to tastings. Take a wine class. Pull corks. Twist 
screw caps. Host a pizza party in your home where everybody brings a bottle of Zinfandel. Stop 
and sample what is being poured at the liquor store. It is only through tasting that you’ll find out 
what you like. It is only through drinking and experimentation that you’ll learn which wines taste 
best with which of your favorite dishes. Don’t be afraid to try red wines with seafood or any 
other unlikely combinations. One of my favorite accidents was finding out that M&Ms taste 
great with young Napa Cabernet. 
 
FIND A WINE CRITIC WHOSE TASTE COINCIDES CLOSELY WITH YOUR’S and 
buy what that critic recommends. Even if you’re in the wine business, you can’t taste everything. 
You need some good advice on which wines to try. Critic’s like Robert Parker (The Wine 
Advocate) or Stephen Tanzer (The International Wine Cellar), or Dale Robertson (The Houston 
Chronicle) can be valuable - provided your palate matches up with wines they like. If not, find 
another critic. Don’t try and change your taste to like the wines they like. That never works. 

 
By the same token, CULTIVATE A RELATIONSHIP WHERE YOU BUY WINE. Whether 
it’s at Spec’s or at your favorite restaurant, if you go there often it pays to develop a relationship 
with one or more of the employees. They’ll learn your tastes and help you select wines that 
you’ll enjoy and they’ll let you know about great values, what’s hot, what’s new, and when the 
rarer wines are available. There are willing, qualified people to help you but they have to know 
you in order to help you best. 
 
REMEMBER THAT MOST PEOPLE RECOGNIZE QUALITY WINE, even if they think 
they don’t. I enjoy serving high quality wines to people when they don’t expect them and I’m 
never disappointed in their reactions. Some years back, I accidentally took a bottle of Penfold’s 
Grange-Hermitage on the Salt Grass Trail (which is an eight-day, three-mile-per-hour cocktail 
party on horseback). When I discovered it (the Grange) in the motor home, I intended to bring it 
home but two nights later the evening was so perfect I wanted to share this special bottle with the 
friends who were there. I opened and poured it without telling anyone what it was. As they tasted 
it, the group got very quiet. The wine overcame the smell of the campfire, the several excellent 
wines we’d already drunk, and even the ambient smells you get with lots of horses and saddles 
around. Everyone knew they had greatness in their glass (yes, I take proper wine glasses on trail 
rides). Everyone really enjoyed it and they still talk about it these many years later. 
 
DRINK YOUR WINE. WITH YOUR FRIENDS. This may be the most important rule of all. 
Maybe even think of it as a commandment. Far too many people die with over-the-hill, once 
great wine in their cellars. The only way to enjoy wine is to drink it. The only reason to keep a 
bottle of wine for more than the two-hour national mean time between its purchase and its 
appointment with the corkscrew is the hope that with proper cellaring it will improve. Proper 
cellaring means a steady 50-60° environment with only seasonal (not daily or even weekly) 
swings within that range. Be realistic; a summer in most air-conditioned homes in Houston will 
subject a wine to temperatures well into the upper seventies or even the low-to-mid eighties. 
Wine doesn’t improve in these conditions. Some wines can stand a bit more of this abuse than 
others but none benefit from it.  
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Even if you have proper storage, don’t hoard your wines. Drink up. Wine generally tastes 
better younger rather than older and wine always tastes better when shared with and appreciated 
by friends. I can enjoy a simple glass of red, white, rose, or bubbly alone at home but my best 
bottles must be enjoyed with friends in order for me to fully appreciate them. With these bottles, 
the convivial-conversational-intellectual aspect adds to the appeal. It’s not snobbery; it is 
enjoyment. 

Remember, it’s a lot better to drink a bottle too young than too old. The only thing sadder 
than a good bottle of wine mistreated through bad keeping is a treasured, perfectly stored bottle 
never drunk at all. 
 
 

 
The ABCs of Tasting 

Every time I taste a glass of wine – no matter what wine or when, where, or why - I evaluate 
that wine. Actually, we all evaluate anything we taste every time we taste. Our senses – sight, 
smell, taste, touch – constantly feed us information about what we’re tasting. That’s why food 
and wine professionals formally call tasting “sensory evaluation.” Sometimes I pay a lot of 
attention to that sensory feed and other times almost none. If I’m tasting in my office to look at 
wines for Spec’s to carry, I tend to be very focused on the sensory input and on developing a 
complete and useful evaluation. If I’m at home drinking wine with dinner, I may be somewhat 
less focused. If I’m practicing blind tasting (or worse, taking an exam), I am intent. If I’m 
sipping wine next to a campfire on a trail ride, I may be close to oblivious – with “close to” 
being operative. The extent of my focus depends on the “when, where, and why” I’m tasting - 
but no matter the combination of circumstances, the sensory input and evaluation process are still 
on going. Sometimes an alarm will go off when I least expect it. 

No matter the circumstance, the basics of tasting are the same: look, smell, taste, and evaluate. 
We all repeat the process every time we put something in our mouths. With wine, we tip the 
glass away and look for the color (hue and intensity), clarity, and brilliance. After we swirl the 
wine in the glass, we look at the weight of the wine - which we see by how the wine moves in 
the glass and how it adheres to the sides of the glass as it runs back down after swirling. Then we 
smell or “nose” the wine inhaling and smelling the aromas that accumulate in the chimney of the 
glass. When we actually smell the wine is the point in tasting where we need to pay the most 
attention as our sense of smell is our least reliable sense. 

After smelling, we take wine into the mouth and actually taste. When the wine is in the mouth, 
we actually are using three senses: smell, taste, and touch. What we call “the flavor” of the wine 
is actually aroma that is picked up in the mouth and processed (via the retro-nasal passages) by 
our sense of smell but is the sensation localized by the brain to the mouth and we call it flavor 
instead of aroma. What we actually taste - the sensations processed by our taste buds - is limited 
to sugar, tannin, acid, savory (or in Japanese gastronomy umami), and salt (which is not naturally 
present in wine). In speaking of the “balance” of a wine, we refer to the interplay of sugar, acid, 
and tannin (and, in a few older wines, savory). Our sense of touch comes into play as we are in 
physical contact with the wine as we hold it in the mouth. That tactile sense tells us the “feel” of 
the wine – its temperature and texture and more about its weight and richness. 

Once we have observed and noted all this sensory input, we are equipped for the final step in 
the process: evaluation. At some level, we evaluate everything we eat or drink. Is it safe or is it 
poisonous? Is it flawed? Is it good? Yum or yuck? How good (or bad) is it? Is it good, very good, 
fine, excellent, or outstanding? How much is it worth? The answers to all these questions are our 
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evaluations. I ask all these questions in my more focused tastings but may settle for “Is it 
flawed?” and “Yum or yuck?” when sitting next to that campfire. 

So lets look at the different types of tasting: instinctive tasting, critical tasting, expectation or 
approval tasting, and blind tasting. Each uses the same sensory process but in each the goal is 
different. 

 
Instinctive Tasting 

Nothing is more natural or instinctive than using your senses to determine what in your 
environment is safe and good and what is not. Some years back, I was home alone with my then 
very young son. He was playing on the patio while I was watching a football game on TV and 
keeping an eye on him out the window between plays. Just before a key fourth down play, I saw 
him pick up and examine a “doodlebug” (or what some people call a “pill bug” or “roly-poly” 
and is scientifically named armadillidiidae vulgare). After the fourth down play, I turned just in 
time to see him pop it – the doodlebug - into his mouth. I ran outside only to find him spitting it 
out and making an “icky” face. After I rinsed his mouth out, told him not to eat any more bugs, 
and went back inside to watch some more football, I realized that my son had, as a toddler, used 
the same tasting process I use. He looked at it, he tasted it, and he made an evaluation - which 
turned out to be “yuck”. I didn’t see him smell it - but then I don’t know that doodlebugs offer 
much in the way of smell. Chip’s tasting process was instinctive - which is to say that he didn’t 
learn it, he just did it. The goal of instinctive tasting is survival. As a survival instinct, this sort 
of sensory feed and evaluation is always running. All the other types of tasting derive from 
instinctive tasting; the difference comes in the level of focus and the goal of the evaluation. 

 
Critical Tasting 

Critical tasting is what I do in the course of my work as a fine wine buyer. My goal in critical 
tasting is to evaluate the wine to determine whether and for how much money Spec’s should sell 
the wine and to get a “snapshot” tasting note describing the wine at that moment. I know which 
wine I’m tasting (so it’s not “blind tasting”) and I am intently focused. I ask for as much 
technical information about how the grapes were grown and how the wine was made as is 
available. I taste out of good Riedel glasses (I generally use the Vinum Zinfandel/Riesling glass 
for tasting but will use the Bordeaux and Burgundy stems as needed) and insist that the wine be 
served at the right temperature (whites at 42-45° and reds at 58-62°). I follow the process 
outlined above: see, smell, taste, and evaluate. While tasting I ask: Is the wine flawed or clean? If 
flawed, how? If clean, is it complex or simple? What attributes does it have? Flaws may include 
corkiness (TCA contamination), oxidation, excess SO2, a reductive character, mustiness, volatile 
acidity, and more. Attributes include fruit, flavor and aroma, balance, complexity and character, 
feel (richness and texture), and typicity. What sort of fruit does the wine show? Are the flavors 
and aromas consistent? Is the wine in balance? 

Wine should echo the grapes from which it is made and quality wines should express the flavor 
and feel typical of both the grapes and the region. I taste to see if the wine tastes like what it is. 
The answers to those questions make up my tasting note. Once I’ve tasted the wine, I ask the 
price so I can see if it is priced competitively with other similar wines.  

The result of the critical tasting and evaluation I do is a yes/no buying decision and, if yes, a 
technical and tasting note that describes the wine well enough for Spec’s customers to decide 
whether they want to buy it. 

Critical tasting also is the form of tasting practiced by most consumers. Whether at a wine class 
or tasting or a Spec’s Tasting Tuesday, critical tasting is how most consumers evaluate the wines 
they would consider buying. Critical tasting is how we start learning about wines and at least 
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form our first opinions about which wines we want to drink. As we gain more experience, we 
add approval tasting and blind tasting to our repertoire but we never abandon critical tasting. 

 
Expectation or Approval Tasting 

We all have that sort of instinctive evaluation running as a sort of background filter for sensory 
input when we taste something that is a known quantity or something that has been vetted as safe 
and good. We don’t really notice it unless that background evaluation sets off an alert that 
something may be less (or more) good than expected. This can be described as tasting to 
expectations in that the goal is to see if what we are tasting meets our expectations. 

When I order a known bottle of wine in a restaurant and am presented with a taste to approve 
before the wine is served, I am engaged in a slightly more focused form of this sort of tasting. I 
am tasting so I can approve of the wine for serving. The quality of my dining out experience is at 
stake so, although I am not as focused as in critical tasting, I do pay attention. 

When the waiter first shows me the bottle at the table, I verify that the wine and vintage 
presented at the table are the same wine and vintage offered on the list. I then put my hand on the 
bottle to feel its temperature. If a red wine is presented any warmer than discernibly-cool-to-the-
touch, I’ll ask to have it cooled down to proper serving temperature (roughly 58-60°). If the 
bottle is warm to the touch, I will reject that bottle and ask if there are any wines stored in cooler 
conditions. If not, I will skip the wine and may have a mixed drink or some iced tea instead. 

Once the wine’s identity, vintage, and temperature have been vetted, the waiter will open the 
bottle, present the cork, and pour a taste in my glass. My job is then to pick up the cork and feel 
the end that was in contact with the wine to make sure it was damp which indicates that the wine 
was stored lying down. I then inspect the side of the cork to check for any evidence of seepage or 
heat damage. I then sit the cork back down on the table and pick up the glass. I tip the glass away 
from me and look through it at the color and the clarity of the wine in the glass noting the 
intensity and depth of the color. I swirl the wine in the glass and note both how it moves in the 
glass and how it adheres to the sides of the glass before it runs back down into the glass. I then 
nose the wine looking first for flaws and then for expected fruit and typicity. If the wine is 
unflawed and meets minimum expectations, I’ll accept it and ask the waiter to go ahead and 
pour. If the wine is flawed or is showing below expectation, I’ll reject it while explaining why. 
Even as often as I dine out, I have had to reject wines in restaurants no more than a handful of 
times in any given year. 

With slight modifications – mainly me serving myself – I go through the same process when I 
open a bottle to serve with dinner at home; I want to make sure my wife and I and any guests we 
have are drinking good, typical, unflawed wines. While the physical process of this sort of 
tasting is the same as that of critical tasting, the end question is more along the lines of  “Is this 
wine acceptable?” In this situation, I am rarely interested in writing a technical or tasting note. I 
am more concerned about how well the wine – as it opens up in the glass - will match up with 
my meal. 

 
Blind Tasting 

In blind tasting, we don’t know which wine or wines we’re tasting and may not even know 
where they are from. Again, everything sensory is the same but the goal of the tasting here is 
much more focused on identification than on a qualitative analysis. Before we can taste “blind”, 
we need some experience tasting in order to have a frame of reference. If you’ve never tasted a 
red Bordeaux, it might be very hard to identify a wine as a red Bordeaux in a blind tasting. We 
get that frame of reference experience from lots instinctive tasting, critical tasting, and approval 
tasting. 
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We taste blind for several reasons including evaluating a wine or wines without regard to price 
or reputation, sharpening our senses, and demonstrating our ability. And there are different sorts 
of blind tasting. In single blind tasting, we may know that we are tasting, for instance, Bordeaux 
but not know which Bordeaux. Or we may know that we are tasting six particular St. Juliens - 
say Ch. Hortevie, Ch. Gruaud Larose, Ch. Ducru Beaucillou, Ch. Leoville Barton, Ch. 
Beychevelle, and Ch. Gloria - but not the order in which they are presented so we don’t know 
which is which. When evaluating like wines in this manner, blind tasting is a way of determining 
a true quality pecking order. Blind Tasting can also show us what is really in a wine as opposed 
to what we expect - and therefore may find - in a wine. In most single blind tastings, the goal is 
to rank several wines in an order of quality and maybe to determine (guess?) which is which. 

In double blind tasting, all we know is what our senses tell us. One form of double blind tasting 
has become something of a game - called “the Options Game” - that is played at wine dinners 
all over the world. As the Options Game, competitive blind tasting seems to have started with 
Len Evans in Australia. In the Options game, everyone participating is served a glass of the same 
wine. They taste it and then all stand up. The moderator then begins asking a series of questions 
presented as options: “New world or old world?” “Northern hemisphere or southern 
hemisphere?” “California or Washington State?” “Napa or Sonoma?” “Cabernet Sauvignon-
dominant or Merlot-dominant?” If you answer wrong, you sit down. And the options continue 
until only one person remains standing or the wine is correctly identified. 

Blind tasting can be used to test the senses. In an exam for a diploma from the Wine and Spirits 
Education Trust (WSET), a candidate might be served four red wines and might be told they are 
all made from the same grape variety but come from two different countries. The questions 
might then be “Which grape variety makes these wines and from which two countries do they 
come?” The answer would be determined by the information that can be gleaned from the wines 
in the glasses using sight, smell, taste, touch, and reason. And the answer would have to be 
supported by the tasting notes on each of the wines – not unlike a middle school student being 
ask to “show your work” on a math test. 

There is an argument against blind tasting as a sole means of evaluating wine: most wine 
drinkers know what they are drinking and are influenced to varying degrees by the wine’s 
reputation, packaging, prestige, and price. The argument goes that these are all part and parcel of 
the drinking experience and should not be discounted when evaluating the wine. And this 
argument holds some water.  

As a discipline, blind tasting requires a slightly different focus. You examine the wine looking 
not for confirmation of your expectations but for clues as to what it is. I doing so, you focus 
more on regional and varietal attributes and less on the characters that come from options in 
winemaking. In a sense you ignore some of the information you would look for in critical tasting. 

What does the color tell you? Deep purple may be Cabernet Sauvignon and lighter red may be 
Pinot Noir. Pale straw may be Riesling and golden straw may indicate barrel-aged Chardonnay 
or a rich sweet white wine such as Sauternes. A red wine with a bluish hue may indicate lower 
acidity. Opacity may indicate youth, richness, or that a wine is unfined and unfiltered. The legs 
that adhere to the side of the glass tell you the weight of the wine and whether they “paint” the 
glass tells you more about the intensity of the color of the wine. 

When you nose the wine, think “FEW” which reminds you to look for fruit, earth, and wood. 
In a red wine, is the fruit red fruit or black fruit? Is there any citrus present? Is the fruit fresh or 
does the wine have some age? Is there an earth component? Is it soil, gravel, mineral, or 
limestone? Do you smell oak? Is it new or old barrels or a mix of the two? Could the oak be from 
chips or planks rather than barrels? Is it French oak or American oak or even eastern European 
oak? What telltales are there? Do you smell the leather of Tempanillo, the cola of Pinot Noir, the 
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tobacco of Cabernet Sauvignon, the white pepper of Syrah, the “briar” of Zinfandel, or the tar of 
Nebbiolo?  

Then you taste to confirm in flavor what you found in aroma (after all, they are the same thing 
and one should follow the other), to get a feel (literally) for the weight and texture of the wine, 
and to discern the balance. How much acidity? How much alcohol (ripeness) is there? How 
astringent (tannic) is the wine? Is there any residual sugar? The palate should tell you whether 
the wine is new world or old world and what sort of vintage – warm or cool, wet, or dry – it is 
from. Does the wine start big and finish small or vice versa? Does the finish taper off or does it 
come in waves.  

The experienced blind taster uses the look, smell, taste, and feel of the wine to determine what 
it may be and where it fits into the broad spectrum of wine. You can see the need for a complete 
frame of reference. The trick in this sort of tasting is to be as specific as possible without being 
wrong. If the wine you are tasting blind is Ch. Leoville Barton 1999 and you guess it to be a “St. 
Julien of very high quality from a very good, balanced vintage, and probably from the north end 
of the appellation; lots of Cabernet in the blend and aged in a higher percentage of new oak” you 
are being pretty specific and you are correct. If you go further and guess that the wine is “Ch. 
Leoville Poyferre 1999”, you are being quite specific and you have made a good guess … but 
you are still wrong. 

By now you probably agree that we use our senses all the time to determine whether what we 
are eating or drinking is good or bad for us and may agree that, when we are not focused on it, 
sensory evaluation is a background process that never really stops. I find that the discipline of 
sensory evaluation sometimes leads me to catch a flaw in a wine others may have vetted as “OK” 
before I got to the glass. The reverse is true as well. 

One recent night at home with my wife Carol, we opened a bottle of Alexander Valley 
Vineyards “Redemption” Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel 2005 to have with dinner. I expected it 
to be pretty good and - after a cursory “approval tasting” - determined that it was, in fact, pretty 
good. We sat down to eat our pasta and drink our wine and talk over our respective days, focused 
more on dinner and each other than on the wine … and the wine got better in the glass. At first 
we were just enjoying it and then we both - from that background sensory feed - commented on 
how good the wine was. It gradually surpassed our expectation of “pretty good” and the casual 
(non-critical) way in which we were drinking it to demand more attention. It did have a couple of 
advantages in that we served it at the right temperature (60°) and were drinking it out of Riedel 
Zinfandel glasses. Nevertheless, the wine spoke to both of us and gave us a very pleasant 
surprise: It was utterly delicious. I don’t have a tasting note from that night or a lot of specific 
descriptors and I have no detailed technical information to share with you. I do have an indelible 
impression of delicious Zinfandel and a desire to buy some more of it so we can repeat the 
experience soon. 

How you taste and how focused you are depends on the type of tasting you are doing. 
Nevertheless, tasting or sensory evaluation continues as a background process that can interrupt 
and inform your wine consciousness, saving you from or at least alerting you to the bumps and 
maybe letting you in on some pleasant surprises. The amount you get out of it is determined by 
how much attention you pay to it. 
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A Matter of Taste 
I frequently hear essentially the same question asked by several different sources. The question 

is “What do you look for when you taste a wine?” or some variation thereof. A coworker asked 
while we were tasting together. A winemaker asked while I was tasting with her. A customer 
asked after reading a few tasting notes. And so on.  

Before getting to what I look for, let me note that I have written about the procedure of tasting 
and even a bit about the physiology of tasting before. I have written about the types of tasting 
(analytical, blind, vertical, horizontal, etc.) and even the perils of tasting. But none of that is my 
focus here. Whether while practicing any or all the different sorts of tasting above or while 
drinking wine at home, there are four primary things I look for: Fruit, Balance, Place, and 
Pleasure. Whether your taste correlates with mine or not, the same rule applies; start with fruit 
and let the rest come to you. 

 
FRUIT 

Fruit is the first thing I look for in a wine. If a wine has fruit, it has a chance. If a wine lacks 
fruit, I rarely give it a second sip. When my friend and colleague Guy Stout (a master sommelier, 
teacher, and very astute blind taster) talks about blind tasting, he refers to the “FEW” rule; look 
for Fruit, Earth, and Wood. Fruit comes first and everything else follows. 

So what is fruit? Fruit is the flavor of the grapes coming through in the wine. We may describe 
that fruit in a number of different ways. In white wines, we may describe fruit in general terms as 
citrus or tree or stone or tropical or some combination of two or more. We can also get more 
specific and say lemon or lime, apple or pear, peach or apricot, pineapple or mango.  We may 
describe the fruit in red wines as red or black or some combination. And we may get more 
specific and pin that fruit down to red cherries (think Pinot Noir) or dark berries (ripe Cabernet 
Sauvignon) or even to blueberries (tooth-staining Petite Sirah) or black raspberries (dense 
Shiraz).  

Where does all this fruit come from? Well, from the fruit – which is to say from the grapes. 
Each grape variety has in it the potential to produce the same chemical compounds that make up 
the aroma and flavor in certain other fruits. The primary reason wine is made out of grapes and 
not blueberries or pears (both of which produce juice that can be fermented) is that nothing other 
than grapes has the potential range and depth of possible flavors as grapes.  

As grapes get riper, the fruit evolves. Pinot Noir can go from bright red fresh cherry fruit to 
almost black fruit with a mix of cherry and berry characteristics. By the same token, white grapes 
can go from simple citrus flavors to tropical fruit depending on the degree of ripeness and 
acidity. It is important to remember that as sugar ripeness rises, acid levels in the grapes are 
falling. If the acid gets too low and the wine is out of balance, it can prematurely lose its fruit. 

So how do you “look for fruit”? When you nose the glass, what does the wine smell like? 
Whatever else is there (and there could be not much or quite a lot), here should be the smell of 
fruit. Then, when you put the wine in your mouth, you should taste fruit. Maybe the fruit is 
simply grapey or maybe you can describe it using some of the descriptors above. In any case, the 
fruit must be present. If it is not, you are tasting either a flawed wine or a poorly made wine. In 
either case, don’t waste any more time on it. Move on.  

Ok, what about very young wines? If you think there might be something there, pour a bit more 
in your glass and set it aside so you can come back to it in a few minutes. Or even in 30-40 
minutes. Some very young wines need a chance to breathe so they can open up. That’s fine if 
they open up but even the most reticent wine should be showing you at least some fruit after a 
solid 30 minutes in the glass. 
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The fact that a wine has fruit doesn’t make it a great or even good wine. However, the lack of 
fruit precludes a wine from being even good, much less great. And the quality of the fruit is still 
another consideration. Unless I am tasting Tawny port, I don’t ever expect to taste raisins and I 
never expect to taste prunes in wine. And yet I sometimes do, especially in wines made from 
grapes grown in excessively hot conditions. Lodi and the Sierra Foothills both sometimes offer 
raisiny, pruney wines. They are (at least for me) out of balance. 

 
BALANCE 

Balance is harder to define or really pin down than fruit but you generally know it when you 
see it. The wine in the mouth is all about balance. Balance between ripeness and acidity. Balance 
between acidity and tannin and sweetness. Balance between natural grape flavors and 
fermentation or winemaking flavors. Balance between development and freshness. 

Balance can be about fit and integration or it can be about tension. A seamless, perfectly 
integrated red can satisfy and a vibrant sweet-fruit-balanced-with-vivid-acidity Riesling can 
thrill. They are as different in style as two wines can be but both are in balance. 

And balance doesn’t just come in the wine. Balance starts in the vineyard. If the crop load is 
too high, the wine made from those grapes will lack concentration and taste dilute and so be out 
of balance. On the other hand, a vineyard that is not carrying enough of a crop can yield grapes 
that make awkwardly concentrated wines that also are out of balance. If the grape grower gets 
the balance wrong, the winemaker is unlikely to be able to fix it and so is unlikely to be able to 
make a balanced wine. 

 
PLACE 

After fruit and balance, the next thing I look for is Place. Or maybe place (or a lack of place) 
jumps out at me. Does the wine taste like where it is from? Is it from somewhere? It may be from 
so many somewheres that no place is discernable. Sometimes place is not evident no matter how 
hard you look and other times you don’t have to look at all. Sometimes the wine introduces 
itself; “Hi, Cabernet Sauvignon, from Rutherford, nice to meet you.”  

Good terroir (a lot of which is place) is what distinguishes great wine from merely good wine. 
Some terroirs don’t offer enough distinction or quality to be featured and so the grapes grown in 
it are best blended with grapes from other areas to make anonymous blends. Most commercial 
wines show no sense of place and are likely better for it. (Nevertheless, even the most 
commercial wines should still show fruit.) 

For instance, I once tasted three wines that screamed “Lodi” at me. To my taste, none of them 
were any good at all (although I suppose there are some folks who would like them). I also tasted 
some wines labeled “California” that each contained some Lodi grapes. All of them were 
perfectly palatable and none of them had any particular Lodi character. They were commercial 
but they were commercial in a good way. A good Napa Valley floor Cabernet will show the 
“dusty” character we associate with Rutherford and Oakville. A Pauillac will show the classic 
gravelly notes and a great white Burgundy will offer notes of limestone minerality. Each of these 
characters of place is independent of the grape variety. Rather, they are specific to where the 
grapes were grown – which is to say to Place. Generally speaking, the best wines from the best 
terroirs speak most clearly of the place from which they come. 

If a wine has fruit and balance, it can be good or even very good. If the fruit and balance mix 
well with the place, it can be better or even great. 

 
PLEASURE 

The other thing I look for when I’m tasting wine is pleasure. I can’t say it is the last thing. I 
can’t even say it is the last of these four primary things because as I discover the fruit, I should 
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also be discerning pleasure. As I find the balance and the sense or lack of place in wine, my 
sense of pleasure should also be growing. Pleasure comes from the fruit and the balance of the 
wine as well as from the feel of the wine. Does the wine feel good in the mouth? Does it give 
you pleasure? 

The feel of the wine is tactile and temperature based. The tactile part comes from grape-
growing and winemaking decisions. Riper grapes produce higher alcohol – which (up to a point) 
produces a richer feel. More concentration or extraction provides more texture but too much 
extraction can lead to a chalky or even gritty feel that, at least for me, takes away from pleasure 
and indicates a balance problem.  

Even the most commercial wines should (and usually do) offer some pleasure to the taster. 
Wines of place (that also offer fruit and balance) should offer real pleasure to the taster. If they 
don’t, it is time to look to another place.  

As to temperature, that aspect of pleasure is under your control. Serve your red wines cool 
between 58° and 65°F. Serve your white wines between 45° and 50°F. You can do it. And your 
wines will taste better and give you more pleasure for it. 

 
Taste the Fruit. Taste the Balance. Taste the Place. Taste the Pleasure. All are important to me 

when I’m tasting or drinking wine. Fruit is the most important because without it, the others are 
not even relevant. 

A while back, I had a visit from a potential new supplier. The fellow was a sommelier who had 
been hired to travel around the US pushing an Australian producer’s wines. After tasting a few, I 
opined aloud that the wines seemed to lack fruit. The sommelier “instructed” me that they 
intentionally lacked fruit because they were supposed to be a new style of wine for Australia that 
reflected the terroir. And they did show minerality but the fruit wasn’t there so they were out of 
balance. 

The wines were a product of a pendulum swing in the Australian wine industry from wines 
with too much fruit (remember pineapple juice Chardonnays?) and not enough other character. 
And even though they tasted of minerals, I would never have guessed where the grapes were 
grown. They were out of balance and so were not good. Even if the fruit is intentionally 
restrained, it is still all about the fruit. 

It all starts with the fruit and, in the end, the rest is all a matter of taste. 
 
 

Using Good Tools 
I found out about using good tools and using the right tools while I was still in high school. 

One night I was working on my old MG-B when one of my cheap open-end wrenches (no brand 
name but stamped “Forged in Taiwan”) slipped and I slammed my knuckles against the cylinder 
head. My step dad Tom got one of his high-quality chromed Proto box-end wrenches (that I had 
not to that point been allowed to touch) and handed it to me to use. This wrench did not slip and 
the nut loosened easily. 

It was my first experience using a high quality tool but I immediately understood the 
difference.  Tom’s Proto wrench felt better and more substantial in my hand. I also realized that 
he had handed me the right tool; clearly a box-end wrench was a better tool for the situation than 
an open-end wrench. I learned that lesson and began buying better tools. I have since applied that 
same lesson to knives and cookware and computers and much more. Buy good quality and use 
the right tool for the job. 

So how does that apply to wine? Back in 1987, I made a sales call on John Rydman who was 
then buying the wine for Spec’s. (John and Lindy Rydman - who is Spec and Carolyn Jackson’s 
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daughter - now own Spec’s.) We were going to taste Maitre d’Estournel Bordeaux Rouge which 
was a branded Bordeaux I represented on behalf of Kobrand Corporation back then. I opened the 
bottle and was about to pour the wine into the Styrofoam coffee cups sitting on John’s desk when 
he stopped me and said “Let’s try something.” He reached under his desk and pulled out a Les 
Impitoyables (“the pitiless”) young red wine glass which was shaped like a large angular brandy 
snifter. He also got out an eight ounce Libbey general purpose wine glass. We each tasted the 
wine out of all three vessels. It was OK and about what I expected in the Styrofoam. It was a bit 
better in the Libbey glass but it was a revelation in the les Impitoyables glass. The wine that had 
shown only a hint of aromatics and a pleasant taste suddenly had a perfumed bouquet and a 
brighter, fuller, richer range of flavors.  

That epiphany about glassware was as dramatic as my experience with the wrenches. I realized 
that more than any other tool, using good wineglasses would increase my enjoyment of wine. I 
immediately invested the then princely sum of $38 per stem in buying two les Impitoyables 
Young Red glasses. And for the next few birthdays and Christmases asked for more. I eventually 
accumulated ten of the young red glasses and eight of the les Impitoyables Champagne glasses. 
We no longer used the Galway cut crystal wine glasses we had gotten as wedding presents and 
my friends and I enjoyed our young red wines (which is what we mostly drank) much more 
because we not only had great glasses but the glasses were substantial and felt good in our hands.  
We were using good tools and the right tools and it was all good. 

Later on, I learned that these great glasses were extremely fragile and it was very expensive to 
replace broken stems.  And due to the small opening, they were very hard to clean and dry. 
Eventually I gave up on les Impitoyables and moved on to trying other not so expensive but still 
high-quality glasses. By the way, les Impitoyables glasses are still sold. I see them on-line at 
times for around $69 per stem. The Impitoyables Champagne glass, even though horribly fragile, 
is still the best Champagne glass I’ve ever used. 

 
Wine Glass Basics 

Using good glasses and using the right glasses almost always makes any given wine taste 
better. So what makes a “good” glass? The basics include a stemmed design, a cut rim, ample 
capacity, and a shape that curves back in a bit at the top. Wine glasses have stems so that you can 
hold the stem and avoid heating the wine by holding the bowl as well as keeping your 
fingerprints and other smudges off the bowl. A cut rim, as opposed to a rolled or rounded lip, 
gives a smoother, cleaner flow from the glass into the mouth. A capacity of at least twelve 
ounces (unless it’s a tasting glass where seven ounces is sufficient) allows for a three to four 
ounce pour and still gives you a nice chimney in which the aromas can develop. Keep in mind 
that wine glasses should never be filled more than a third full and even in a huge glass pours 
should not exceed five ounces. A shape that curves in a bit at the top allows you to swirl the wine 
without it easily sloshing out and helps focus the aromas.  

Beyond these basics, the glass should be appropriate to the wine you are drinking. I’ve found 
that, so far as using the right tool, I can get by with five types of glasses. 

Most red wines - including most Cabernet, Merlot, Tempranillo, Zinfandel, Syrah, Sangiovese, 
Malbec, and Grenache-based wines - show best in a truncated egg shaped glass with a capacity 
of at least sixteen and up to twenty-six ounces. The shape can be elongated or flattened a bit to 
make the glass more friendly to a specific type of wine but it is a good general purpose shape for 
most reds.  

Pinot Noir needs a shallower, wider glass for a larger surface area in proportion to the depth of 
the wine in the glass. Pinot Noir’s aromas layer up in the glass differently than those of, say, 
Cabernet so the chimney doesn’t need to be as tall as in a general-purpose red glass. A sort of 
long-stemmed brandy snifter shape works very well for most Pinot. Again, the capacity should 
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be at least sixteen ounces and may go up to twenty-six ounces or more. Interestingly enough, 
oaky white wines such as Chardonnay, White Burgundy, and barrel fermented white Bordeaux 
work very well in the same shapes that work best for Pinot Noir. 

For un-oaked white wines and dry rosés, a truncated egg shape in a capacity between ten and 
eighteen ounces works very well. This allows for a three to four ounce pour and still leaves 
plenty of room to swirl the wine in the glass and let the aromas layer up in the chimney. 

Port, Sherry, Madeira, Sauternes, and other sweet wines work very well in a smaller truncated 
egg shape. A two-ounce pour on these wines is typical so a seven-and-a-half to eight ounce glass 
works well. Since this size and shape also works well for a general purpose tasting glass, I use 
the same glass for both. 

 
What I Use Now 

I’ve found plenty of serviceable wineglasses for as little as $3 per stem.  What I consider to be 
“good glasses” – cut rim, good size and shape, etc. - start a bit higher. For around $10 per stem, 
the Riedel “Overture” glasses come in a variety of basic shapes designed to enhance the 
character of several broad categories of wine. Riedel’s top-of-the-line Sommelier series of hand-
blown crystal glasses features over thirty shapes and sizes and prices ranging to well over $50 
per stem. And there is a lot in between. 

Over the years, I have spent a lot of money buying wine glasses. The two most important 
things I’ve learned is 1)that wine glasses must be used to be enjoyed and 2) that wine glasses 
break. The “wine glasses break” part is the problem. Let’s say I go to Pier One and buy eight of a 
nice shape from Brand-X for Pinot Noir for $6 per stem. Over a six month period, I’ll break one 
or two. Then I’ll have a dinner party and need eight so I’ll go back to Pier One. Unfortunately, 
they no longer carry Brand-X. So I don’t have eight of the same glass to use at my dinner. Due to 
this scenario as much as any other factor, I am now a convert to Riedel. Riedel keeps making 
their glasses and Spec’s keeps stocking them. I always liked the shapes and the sizes of the 
Riedel glasses but I didn’t want to pay the price. After years of resisting, I am now willing to pay 
a bit more for Riedel both because the shapes are ideal and the glasses do not change; therefore, 
they are and will remain easily replaceable when I have breakage.  

At home, I use the five different wine glass types I described above. For red Bordeaux, 
Cabernet, Merlot, most Zinfandel, etc., I use the Riedel Vinum Bordeaux glass (416/0, $17.57 
per stem). (Please note: Spec’s offers multi-pack discounts on Riedel wine glasses.) For Pinot 
Noir, Red Burgundy (which is Pinot Noir), most oak influenced Chardonnays, and even barrel 
fermented white Bordeaux, I use the Riedel Vinum Red Burgundy glass (416/7, $17.57 per 
stem). For unwooded Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Gris, Dry-to-Semi-Sweet Rieslings, 
and most other whites and rosés, I prefer the Riedel Vinum Zinfandel/Chianti/Grand Cru 
Riesling glass (416/15, $15.88 per stem). This also handles some lighter weight reds and old 
Bordeaux. For sparkling wines, whether great Champagne or inexpensive Spanish Cava, I prefer 
the Riedel Vinum Prestige Cuvee Champagne glass (416/48, $15.88 per stem). For a tasting 
glass and for most of very sweet wines including Port, Sherry, Sauternes, and other stickies, I use 
the basic ISO/INAO 7-1/2 ounce “truncated egg” standard tasting glass. A better Riedel Vinum 
equivalent of the INAO glass is their Vinum Port glass (416/60, $13.99 per stem). With these 
five glasses, I can cover any wine need and always have the right tool for the job. 

I spend a bit more on Riedel than I might have to spend on Brand-X but I make up for it in not 
having odd lots of glasses I can’t use because I can’t replace broken pieces. 

 
There are lots of other great wine tools available. The avid wine drinker needs a carafe and a 

couple of decanters and even a special funnel for decanting. You might want a Champagne key 
or need a set of “Doodles” wine charms to help you and your guests keep straight whose glass is 
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whose. Of course you need a good corkscrew that you are comfortable using. Maybe you need a 
six-bottle rolling wine bag or a thermometer to make sure your wine is served at the right 
temperature. No matter the wine tool you need, remember to buy good quality and always use 
the right tool - or glass - for the job. You will enjoy your wine that much more for it. 

 
 
 
 

Restaurant Wine FAQs 
Q. Why is wine so expensive in restaurants? Why can I buy a bottle of wine for $12.00 in a 

liquor store and then see the same wine on a restaurant’s wine priced at $25.00 or even $30.00? 
A. Three factors contribute to the selling price of a bottle of wine: cost, taxes, and mark-up. 

Let’s look at costs and mark-up first. It used to be that retailers (package stores, grocery stores, 
and convenience stores) who bought in large quantities paid less for a bottle of wine than most 
restaurants but that’s rarely the case anymore. Wineries want their wines on restaurant lists and 
often have special pricing in place with the wine wholesalers so that restaurants buying just one 
case at a time pay the same price per bottle (and often less) that retailers have to buy 10, 25, or 
even 50 cases to get. So cost is pretty much the same for both restaurants and retailers. Assuming 
a 40% mark-up (fairly standard although some retailers use much lower mark-ups and a few use 
45%, 50%, or even more), that $12.00, or more likely $11.99 bottle costs both the retailer or 
restaurateur about $8.56. (The wholesalers often base their pricing on the average retailer using a 
certain mark-up and work backwards from the retail price points they want to hit.) Many 
restaurants triple the cost they pay to arrive at a selling price so a restaurant would typically sell 
that $8.56 bottle for $25.99 for an apparent mark-up of over 200%. 

Taxes are a different story. The bottle you see for $11.99 in a retail store actually sells for 
$12.98 once you’ve paid the 8.25% sales tax (in Houston, other localities may vary a bit). If the 
restaurant you’re eating in has a mixed beverage permit (which allows them to sell mixed-drinks 
as well as wine and beer, the 14.5% TABC (Texas Alcoholic Beverage Commission) taxes are 
built-in to the listed price and there is no sales tax. If the restaurant has a beer-and-wine-only 
permit, there is no built-in TABC tax but the restaurant charges 8.25% sales tax on top of the 
listed price (which can be a bit sneaky). If that $11.99 retail bottle sells for $25.99 on the wine 
list of a certain restaurant (a mixed beverage permitee), they are actually charging $22.22 and 
building in $3.77 in taxes for the TABC. After taking out the taxes, that $25.99 price works out 
to an actual mark-up of 160%. 

So why is a restaurant’s mark-up so much higher (often four times as high or more) than a 
retailer’s?  The restaurant’s cost of doing business is higher. While both the restaurant and the 
retailer have costs associated with merchandising wine (shelves and signage for the retailer and 
wine lists, table tents, and menu inserts for the restaurateur, and storage for both), the restaurant 
has the additional cost of glassware which can be labor intensive to keep clean and polished and 
expensive to replace when it inevitably breaks. The restaurant has a larger overhead cost in 
providing an appealing environment for their food and drink. Do I think that this sort of mark-up 
is fair? Up to a point, yes. That point is between a 100% and a 200% mark up. And I feel that it 
is fair only as long as the restaurant makes good on its end of the deal - which means that the 
well-chosen and presented wine is competently served in good, practical glasses at the right point 
in the meal and at the right temperature - and this happens much less often than it should. When 
mark-ups get higher than this, or when the restaurant doesn’t hold up its end of the deal, I stop 
patronizing that restaurant. 
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Q. How is restaurant wine service in supposed to work? What am I, as a customer, supposed to 
do? 

A. The person who orders the wine is the person who tastes and approves the wine. If you are 
that person, the waiter should bring the wine unopened to your table and show you the bottle. 
This is so you can inspect the bottle and make sure that it is exactly the same wine and vintage 
that you ordered and that the bottle shows no obvious signs of improper handling or storage. 
Once you have approved the bottle the waiter should open the wine at your table. After he has 
drawn the cork, he should lay it on the table to your right. You can then inspect the cork, making 
sure that the brand on the cork matches the bottle it was drawn from but all you really need do is 
press your thumb against the end of the cork that was inside the bottle. It should be damp and 
somewhat pliant; if it’s not, take special care when tasting (Be sure and wipe your thumb on your 
napkin because red wine will stain your clothes). Don’t sniff the cork. The worst insult in the 
wine business is to refer to someone as a “cork sniffer.” When the waiter pours you a taste, swirl 
the wine around in the glass, nose the glass, and take enough wine into your mouth to really taste 
it. Is the wine sound? Does it taste like its supposed to? Is it the right temperature? If everything 
is as it should be, nod to the waiter and he’ll go ahead and pour for the rest of your party, 
finishing with you. If the wine is too warm (even if it’s a red wine), ask the waiter to put the 
bottle down into an ice bucket for a minute or two before he pours for your guests to get it to the 
right temperature. It can warm up in the glass but it’s hard to cool wine down after it’s been 
poured. 

 
Q. What if the wine I ordered is “not good?” Can I send it back? 
A. Questions like this make me wish I were an anonymous wine writer. Then I could give an 

unequivocal “yes” and be shielded from the angry howls of dissenting restaurateurs. Since I’m 
not, and due to a lack of hard and fast rules, my answer is “probably so,” with some 
qualifications. 

There are two kinds of “not good.” There is the “bad bottle” which may be the result of a 
tainted cork, resulting in a corked or wet cardboard/chlorine smell, or improper storage or 
handling, resulting in a wine that tastes cooked, hollow, or oxidized, and there is wine that 
doesn’t taste good to you but is acceptable to a broad portion of the wine drinking population. 
There also are poorly made wines on the market but it is part of the restaurateur’s job to taste 
before he buys so as not to list those wines. If you get a bad bottle, send it back. The restaurant 
will return it to their supplier for credit and not be out any expense. If you’re not sure if a bottle 
is bad or just not to your taste, or if you get a wine you just flat-out don’t like, talk to the waiter 
or manager and ask what  can be done; you may find them very accommodating. 

Please be aware that there are some bottles you really can’t send back. If the waiter brings out 
the wrong bottle and you inspect and accept it (and there’s nothing wrong with the wine once it’s 
opened), you’re stuck. That’s why the waiter shows you the bottle before he opens it. And if you 
order a rare, old, or very expensive wine, you may be stuck even if the wine is somewhat off 
condition. The restaurant cannot return a bottle it’s had for a long time to its supplier and there is 
no way of ascertaining for certain when a problem occurred or when or if a bottle got too old. If 
you want to order older wines in a restaurant, be aware of the hazards and know going in that 
you may get less than you hope for.  
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TERMINOLOGY 
 
TERROIR 

If you are talking about or reading about fine wine for more than a few minutes, you run into 
the word “terroir”. Too often terroir is italicized either in print or verbally – I have actually seen 
people make finger quotation marks each time they say terroir.  One comment often made about 
terroir is that it is “an untranslatable French word that means blah, blah blah …”. Wine-writer 
and sometime l’Ecole du Vin de Bordeaux lecturer Dewey Markham translates terroir into 
English as “terrain”. He’s not wrong but he is over-simplifying a bit; whole books have been 
written about terroir. I would propose that, at least for wine lovers, terroir has - through 
assimilation -  become a word in English with the same meaning it has in French. 

 
Terroir (pronounced tear whar) takes in the whole combination of soil, exposure, climate and 

microclimate, viticultural practice, and situation or “happenstance of location” that gives a wine 
from a single site its uniqueness. Great terroir comes through in great wine. It is possible to make 
bad wine from great terroir but not the reverse. Terroir also denotes that unique character of 
place found in the aromas and flavor of a wine. A wine from a single site is more likely to reflect 
the terroir that gave it life than a wine blended from multiple disparate sites. 

 
Each of the following elements inter-relate with the others to create the terroir both in the sense 

of growing conditions and in the sense of flavor, of a particular wine or place. 
Viticulture is the practice of grape growing. As a practical matter, a viticulturalist is grape 

grower (sometimes called a wine grower or, in French, a vigneron - which is another useful term 
we should assimilate into English). In most wine writing, viticulture refers to the science (and 
art) of grape growing in a more academic way than would be applied to the everyday farmer. 
Hence, someone called a viticulturalist is more likely to be a head of farming operations for a 
company or an outside consultant who advises the farmer on anything from trellising to 
treatments as they relate to growing wine grapes. Viticulture encompasses all the farming 
practice in play in a particular area or vineyards or block. It includes the decision to farm 
conventionally, sustainably, organically, or biodynamically. It includes trellising and irrigation, 
and drainage decisions. It includes decisions about treatments and supplements and fertilizers 
and cover crops and even whether to use horses or tractors to plow. Viticulture, as it is broadly 
practiced in an area over a long period of time, is a key component of the area’s terroir. 

Exposure refers to the orientation of the vineyard both to the sun and to weather patterns or 
other climate influences. An east-facing vineyard on a steep slope will be shaded in the afternoon 
but a south-facing vineyard on a steep slope will get sun all day. A vineyard with a high ridge to 
the west may be shielded from weather coming in from the west. A vineyard up higher on a 
slope may garner some frost protection as heavier cold air rolls down hill. 

Situation refers to the physical site or “happenstance of location” that gives a wine from a 
single site its uniqueness. Part of this is exposure but part might include proximity to a river or 
pond that provides more water or a cooling or temperature moderation effect. Situation might 
have to so with a billboard or building that shades the vines for part of the day. Situation would 
include a natural occurrence like being on the flight path for certain birds which may feast on 
ripe grapes. 

Climate is the average weather as observed over a long period of time. Many microclimates 
will make up the average climate of the area. 

A microclimate is a local area where the climate differs from the surrounding area. 
Microclimates my exist because of a nearby lake, gulf or river which may cool the local 
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atmosphere, or because, as in Chateauneuf du Pape, a heavy concentration of stones on the 
ground’s surface that absorb heat during the day and radiate it at night to keep the vines warmer.  
Slope can be an aspect of microclimate: south-facing slopes in the Northern Hemisphere and 
north-facing slopes in the Southern Hemisphere are exposed to more direct sunlight than 
opposite slopes and are therefore warmer for longer. Microclimates can be used to the advantage 
of vignerons to help choose which grape varieties (varietals) to plant in which part of a vineyard. 
The right microclimate can ripen grapes in one particular spot in an area that could not normally 
ripen the same variety. 

A key component of terroir is the soil and what is beneath it. The vine is influenced by each 
layer both in terms of the layer’s mineral and organic content and by its physical properties 
including depth, density, temperature, and water holding capacity (water drains through sand and 
gravel but is held by clay). 

Topsoil is the top layer of dirt where most organic activity takes place. Insect and microbial 
activity breaks down dead organic matter into humus. Most of the organic matter needed by the 
vine comes from the top soil found in the topsoil. 

Subsoil is a mix of minerals and some humus near the top. Compared to the topsoil subsoil is 
very low in organic matter. This is the layer where most of the soil's nutrients are found. Plant 
roots come here looking for water.  

Below the subsoil, comes the weathered parent material from which the rest of the soils are 
formed. This could be broken limestone and limestone clay on top of solid limestone. Here the 
only biological activity is plant roots reaching down for water. This layer is full of minerals. 
Physical weathering breaks the parent material up into small pieces. This layer may contain rock 
particles that are different from the bedrock it sits on. Alluvial action brings in and mixes rock 
and other elements from other areas into this layer . 

At the bottom is bedrock. Bedrock generally produces much of the soil above it. There is 
virtually no biological activity in the bedrock but grape vine roots will find cracks and seek 
downward through bedrock looking for water 

 
Terroir is a terribly useful word so lets all quit the italicizing, fretting, and trying to define 

terroir and get on with using the word. 
 

 
Barrel-Fermented simply mean that the grape juice was fermented into wine in barrels instead 

of tanks. It’s a simple enough idea but the affects are far reaching. Barrel fermentation adds 
richness and texture but takes away some of the natural fruit aromas and flavors found in the 
grape juice. The loss of fruit character is due to the higher temperatures of barrel fermentation, to 
oxidation, and to the layering on of other flavors. While barrel fermentation is possible with red 
wines, the technique is generally limited to white wine production. 

Tanks can be temperature controlled (usually chilled) whereas fermenting in barrels makes it 
much harder to control the temperature of the fermenting wine. A tank fermentation might trickle 
along at a controlled 50°-60°F while a barrel fermentation might surge up to 85° or higher. At 
these higher temperatures, sugar is converted to alcohol much more quickly and fruit aromas 
escape. A cool tank fermentation retains the natural fruit character in the juice. 

Barrel fermentation allows a slow controlled oxidative process as air comes in and wine 
evaporates through the barrel staves. This process adds color and texture and a bit of flavor to the 
wine but it further compromises the fruit character. Wine in a properly topped-up, temperature-
controlled tank is unlikely to develop any oxidative character, controlled or otherwise. 

If more than about 10% the barrels are new, the wood flavors can add pronounced notes of 
butter, vanilla, butterscotch and other aromas. If American oak is used, flavors of dill, toasted 
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coconut or even Bourbon can be introduced. The larger the percentage of new oak used, the 
greater its stamp on the wine. While a great Chardonnay (say a Ramey Hyde Vineyard or a 
Caillot Puligny Montachet les Folatieres) or even Sauvignon Blanc (say Ch. Haut Brion Blanc) 
can handle 50% or even 100% new oak, most lower-priced white wines do not start out with 
enough fruit to handle that much new oak. When a wine gets too much oak treatment, the fruit 
tends to disappear under a rich texture and a fat feel. 

Additionally, wines fermented in new barrels tend to draw both caramelized (from toasting the 
wood during the barrel-making process) and natural wood sugars and wood tannins from the 
barrels. These complex wood sugars are un-fermentable by wine yeasts and so stay in the wine 
adding an impression of sweetness and weight to an otherwise “dry” wine. The tannins add to the 
golden color many barrel fermented whites acquire and also affect the wine’s taste and feel. 
Wood tannins add texture and weight and contribute a certain drying sensation to the wine. 
These tannins often make it difficult to pair barrel fermented whites with many seafood dishes. 

When you’re tasting wines like those mentioned above, barrel fermentation adds complexity 
and interest in ways that highlight and enhance the natural character of the juice. However, when 
you’re tasting a $7 to $9 bottle of Chardonnay, barrel fermentation often has the same effect as 
too much make-up on a pretty girl – it obscures the wine’s natural beauty. 

 
 Un-Wooded is the opposite of barrel-fermented. These are wines that are fermented and aged 

in stainless steel or other inert tanks in order to maintain as much fruit flavor as possible. Un-
Wooded wines are often blocked from malo-lactic fermentation in order to keep the fruit as fresh 
as possible. Sometimes un-wooded wines are aged in contact with the lees (the yeast solids and 
grape solids that fall out of suspension in the juice as it clarifies in the tank) in order to add some 
rich toasty character to the wine without oak. Some producers even stir the lees in the tank in 
order to enhance this effect. As more Americans drink regularly wine with their dinners, un-
wooded whites are gaining in popularity as they tend to pair better with more dishes. 

 
Malo-lactic Fermentation (also known as “ML”) – Malo-lactic is the second fermentation 

almost all red wines and many white wines go through after the sugar is fermented into alcohol. 
A group of lactic acid bacteria (Oenococcus oeni, and various species of Lactobacillus and 
Pediococcus) - as opposed to yeasts - induce this fermentation in which some or all of the natural 
malic (apple) acid found in the grape juice is converted to lactic (milk) acid. This change is 
called a fermentation because, like the sugar/alcohol fermentation, the by-products are heat and 
carbon-dioxide.  

When you go to a winery and see barrels with glass bung set upside down on the bung holes, 
you are seeing wines going through or just finishing ML in the barrel. As carbon-dioxide 
pressure builds in the barrel, it lifts the bung slightly allowing the gas to escape and the pressure 
to equalize. 

White wines that have undergone a full or partial malo-lactic fermentation exhibit more 
richness in the mouth with a milky or creamy feel. Many of the most popular new world 
Chardonnays of the last 20 years have exhibited a strong ML character. A winemaker may block 
ML in some or all of a particular wine so that a stronger impression of acidity and more of a 
fresh fruit character will remain in the finished wine. Wines with blocked or unfinished ML must 
be sterile filtered to avoid the risk of a malo-lactic fermentation starting in the bottle after the 
wine is readied for sale. 

Knowing about ML is important as more and more new world Chardonnay producers are 
eschewing oak barrels and blocking ML to create fresher, more lively wines with less heaviness 
and more fruit. Lots of wines will say “un-wooded” on the front or back labels where a blocked 
or partial ML may be noted on the back label or maybe only on a tech sheet posted on a winery’s 
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web site. Understanding the flavor and texture ramifications of ML gives you a better idea of 
what a full ML wine tastes like versus a partial ML wine or a non-ML wine. 

On another note, some red wine producers in really hot areas are blocking Mls with good 
results. For instance, Spelletich Winery blocks the ML in their Zinfandels from the Sierra 
Foothills to keep these wines fresher and fruitier tasting. 

  
 

ELEVAGE 
Elevage is a French term that covers the process of developing, raising, or “educating” the 

wine in the cellar before bottling. In the strictest sense, when and how a wine is bottled is part of 
its elevage. Lately, some producers have begun to talk about the bottling process throwing 
around terms like “gravity bottling line” or “hand bottled.” While these terms are legitimate 
quality indicators, it helps to know exactly what they mean. To do that, you have to understand 
the bottling process and its pitfalls. 

Most wines are “raised up” (go through elevage) to the point where they are ready to bottle in 
lots that are divided into many tanks or barrels. Even if all these lots have the same blend, if they 
are bottled separately, there will be substantial variation between the wines from each lot. The 
way to avoid this lot or barrels variation is to physically blend all the lots or barrels together in 
one tank before bottling. This sort of blend is called an assemblage (ah-sim-blahj). The wines 
may already be completely clarified (through settling, fining, filtration, or racking) or may be 
assembled un-clarified or partially-clarified with the idea that the wine will go through a filter on 
the way to the bottling line. Cold stabilization often takes place in the assemblage tank. 

Most wines sold in the US are pumped from the assemblage tank to the bottling line and are 
sprayed into the bottles under high pressure by a machine that also handles the pre-filling steps 
of washing and drying the bottles as well as the post-filling steps of inserting the cork and 
spinning on the capsule (or, alternatively, sealing the bottle with a screw cap system –such as 
Stelvin® -  or another closure such as Vino-Seal®) and placing the label. SO2 (sufur-dioxide) 
may have been added (to act as both an anti-oxidant and as an antimicrobial) in the assemblage 
or it may have been added by the filler machine during the actual bottling process. 

Performed on a commercial basis with bottling lines running at speeds ranging from under 20 
to over 120 bottles-per-minute, the bottling process can be very rough on a wine. Wines have 
been bottled recently are often referred to as being “bottle sick” or in “bottle shock” Both are 
ways of saying what is immediately evident if you have ever tasted a wine from the assemblage 
tank side by side with a sample from a bottle opened at the end of the bottling line. If the bottling 
line is a normal commercial line, the bottled wine is never as good as the tank sample. Why? The 
pumps that allow bottling to progress at high speeds are so rough on the wine that they can cause 
some molecular shearing which can result in a short term lose of flavor and even texture. This 
can last for weeks or even months until the fractured molecules reconnect. Permanent damage is 
possible if they don’t reconnect. Even without molecular shearing, the wine is terribly shaken up 
by a high pressure bottling line and so needs some time to wine “sort itself out” bfore it tastes 
right again. 

Can a quality oriented producer reduce or eliminate the effects of the bottling line? The answer 
is “yes … but at a cost.” In this case, the cost is a large reduction in efficiency. Here are two of 
the increasingly inefficient but effective solutions to bottle shock. 

 
Better and Best 

Better is, instead of using pumps, setting up a slower bottling line to work off gravity flow. 
This entails having the line set up at a lower elevation than the assemblage tank and only going 
as fast as the gravity. The wine is not beat up by pumps but is still run though an auto-fill device 
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that fills the bottles and an automatic corking device with mechanical handling of the bottles. 
Wines bottled using a gravity flow line always taste closer to the assemblage tank sample and 
may be spot on with it. However, there is usually at least some (albeit reduced) level of bottle 
shock. In any case, gravity flow bottling lines can offer a huge reduction in bottle shock at the 
expense of an equally huge reduction in efficiency - which may lead to sticker shock in the form 
of higher prices. Smaller, quality focused wineries making small lots of wine are more likely to 
use gravity flow lines. A 500-to-1,000 case (twenty-to-forty barrels) label may make sense on 
gravity flow line; a 25,000 case label does not. 

Best may be hand bottling. Hand bottling entails an assemblage and either bottling from a 
spigot directly from the tank into the bottle or racking the assemblage (using a siphon or gravity 
flow) back into the barrels and bottling from a spigot in the barrels directly into the bottle. The 
bottles are then hand corked using an old fashioned lever corking machine. Often they are also 
hand capsuled and hand labeled as well. As long as the elevage was good and the wines are clear 
and clear and the assemblage was handled well, wines that are hand bottled suffer no bottle 
sickness and so taste virtually identical when compared after bottling to a “before” tank sample. 
Hand bottling is terribly inefficient but makes economic sense for smaller artisanal producers as 
the equipment cost is minimal and quality is paramount. Because of the labor intensity and time 
involved, hand bottling is only viable for the smallest labels. For a 25-to-150 case brand (one-to-
six barrels), hand bottling makes sense; for anything much larger, the time and effort involved 
could lead to too much variation between bottles or batches. 

 
 
 
 

Barrel Basics 
Size Matters … and so do shape and age, at least when it comes to wine barrels. What am 

I talking about? The size, age, and shape of a wine barrel all have bearing on how the wine aged 
in it ultimately tastes. The size of the barrels the wine was aged in and how old the barrels werre 
can tell you a lot about the flovor of the wine in the bottle. 

 
Building the Barrel 

Wine barrels are made of generally air dried wooden staves made from oak that is sawn into 
lengths and split into the general shape of a stave. The oak most commonly comes from France, 
the US, Hungary, or eastern Europe. These rough staves are stacked in a criss-cross pattern on 
pallets and left out in the open air to dry. They are not kept in sheds. Rather, they are 
intentionally left out in the rain so that the weather will leech the harsher elements from the 
wood leaving mellowed staves that gently flavor the wine aged in the barrels they become. Some 
are even submerged in artificial ponds to encourage this leeching. The staves are air-dried from 
as little as two to as many as five years. Some wineries go so far as to buy staves to age and dry 
themselves to make sure they get the best wood for their barrels. 

Once the staves are “dry” – which is to say that they no longer show any of the character of 
green wood – they can be worked and shaped into barrels. The process goes from giving a final 
shape to the rough staves to assembling the “rose”. The rose is then toasted and pulled into the 
final barrel shape, the bung hole is cut, the heads are added, and the final hops are added and 
secured. 

 
Sizing It Up 

The process is the same no matter the size or shape of the barrel. But barrels do come in 
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different sizes. When most wine people talk about a “barrel” they are referring to a standard 
barrique (Bordeaux-style) or a Burgundy barrel. A standard barrique holds 225 liters and a 
standard Burgundy barrel holds 228 liters. What else is there? On the smaller side there are 
octaves (90 liter capacity) and on the larger side there are hogsheads, puncheons, butts, pipes, 
demi-muits, and tuns.  

Hogsheads (238 liter capacity) and puncheons (318 liters) are mentioned most often on 
Australian wine labels. Butts (477 liters) are most closely associated with Sherry. Pipes (550 
liters) are an old standard in the Port wine trade. The demi-muits (600 liters) is an old French 
size enjoying a resurgence in popularity as a size for aging white wines that need some new oak 
flavor but not as much as a barrel would give. Tuns (954 liters) are rarely seen these days but are 
worth mentioning as everything sems to move u cycles and they may reappear. There is also an 
elongated 300 liter size and shape known as a “cigar” used by a few producers in the Loire, the 
Rhone, Bordeaux, and the south of France to maximize oak contact. Most wine barrels have 
roughly the same length to circumference ratio. The cigar is longer in relation to its 
circumference and so has a larger proportion of internal surface area to volume. 

And that is really why size and shape matter. The shape and capacity of the barrel determines 
the ratio of wood surface to wine volume. The higher the proportion of wood surface to wine, the 
more flavor the wine will draw from the wood. Generally, producers use smaller barrels to get 
more oak flavor into the wine and larger barrels to limit oak effect. 

 
About Age 

Barriques and barrels and demi-muits may be replaced on a three to five year rotation while in 
some regions, the larger sizes may be used for 20 or more years before they are retired. New 
barrels mark the wine with the flavor of oak and in red wines help set the color of the wine. 
Second use barrels offer some oak flavor but nowhere near the amount of new barrels. Older 
barrels are neutral as to oak flavor and they can actually take some of the color from red wine. 
All barrels allow some evaporation and a bit of slow, controlled oxidation which helps the wine 
develop. New barrels are called “new”. Second use barrels are often refered to as “second year 
barrels” which may not be exactly accurate as they may have had wine in them for much longer 
than one year. The same is true of third use barrels. Older barrels are often referred to as 
“seasoned” or “neutral”. 

 
Experience will teach you what to look for. Some people like Chardonnay aged in all new 

small barrels and some prefer it aged in older oak or none at all. Knowing the words used to 
describe the process helps you make a better decision about the wine you spend your money on. 
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Why Doesn’t My Wine Taste Like You Said It Would? 
Or “The Recipe” 
By Charles M. Bear Dalton 
 

I know someone (just who will remain unspecified for soon to be obvious reasons) who used to 
regularly ask me for the recipes for whatever dishes I had recently cooked for her and 
unspecified others. For a long time I obliged, even though I am not a recipe cook. For the record, 
I am a technique cook so, except when baking, I adapt recipes on the fly. Nevertheless, I went to 
the trouble of sorting out the exact ingredients and the amounts to come up with cookbook style 
recipes for her. 

After she tried to cook the dishes, she would invariably complain “Why didn’t my dish taste 
like the dish you cooked for me?” At first I just assumed that she was still learning to cook and 
that eventually she’d figure it out. I don’t think her tastes had changed. After all, she’d liked the 
dish when I’d cooked it and her attempts were soon afterwards. After a couple of years of this, I 
started asking her to walk me through her cooking process so I could see what was going wrong. 
It turned out that she was freely substituting ingredients to make the dishes healthier. In one case, 
she used applesauce instead of butter. We discussed that sort of substitution and agreed to 
disagree as to whether it was a good idea. Suffice to say, I quit writing down recipes for her.  

What does all this have to do with tasting and describing wine? Well, in a sense, there is a 
tasting recipe that I follow. In this case, maybe the recipe is more of a process. At any rate, I pay 
attention to how the wines have been handled prior to the tasting. I only taste wines served at the 
right temperatures, in a good glass, and in a well-lit, well-ventilated room. I am also conscious of 
not eating or drinking things before tasting that will interfere with my ability to taste. If I stick to 
this protocol, the wine has the best chance to show well and I have the best chance to analyze it 
and provide a good description of it. If I ignore one or more of these factors, I am likely to get a 
less good note than the wine may deserve. 

Handling is important because a sample that has gotten too hot (or that has been frozen) will 
not show well. When I open wines, I check for any visible signs of temperature damage. If a 
wine shows any heat damage, I want to determine where and how it happened. A lot of the 
samples that are sent in directly get cooked during the summer months. (By the way, this is my 
personal bugaboo with direct shipping from wineries to consumers. Too many wines that are 
shipped via UPS or FedEx arrive heat damaged.) As a company, Spec’s insists that all the wines 
in our control be shipped in refrigerated containers. We keep the wines in air-conditioned 
environments in our warehouse, stock rooms, and retail areas. Our warehouse and largest 
stockroom are kept cooler than is comfortable (58°) for most people. The retail areas are around 
72° which is OK for short term storage but not cool enough for ideal serving temperature. 

Assuming the wine has been stored and shipped undamaged, it has to be gotten to the right 
temperature to taste. Ideally, I prefer tasting most reds at between 58° (the high end of proper 
cellar temperature) and 62°F and most white between 45° and 50°F (the very low end of proper 
cellar temperature). If the reds are too much warmer, alcohol impression rises and fruit 
impression is diminished. This can be a big problem with a lot of today’s 15+% alcohol reds. If 
reds are served much cooler, they close up and hide their fruit and flavor as the tannins take over. 
If the whites are served too much warmer, they taste flat and out of balance. If whites are served 
much colder, they close up behind their acidity. Wines invariably show their best if they are 
served in these optimal temperature ranges. 

Once they are the right temperature, I try to taste every wine from the same kind of glass. I 
prefer the Riedel Vinum “Zinfandel / Riesling” glass (#416/15) as my all-purpose, everyday 
tasting glass. While I use up to five different types of glasses (each designed to best show 
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particular group of wines) to drink from at home, I use only one glass for tasting both in the 
office and at home. Even Georg Riedel, (the king of the line extension) agrees that this (the 
416/15) is an excellent all purpose tasting glass. Using the same scrupulously clean glass 
removes a variable between various wines so my evaluations are as even as possible; each wine 
gets the same fair shake and I am not influenced by the glass. I often go so far as to rinse the 
glass with a little of the wine I am tasting so as to remove any off aromas or any remaining 
character of the last wine I tasted. (I will sometimes re-taste a wine in a different glass or glasses 
to see how it changes –very geeky, I know - but that is a different article.) 

As to a tasting environment, good ventilation, plenty of (preferably natural) light, and a white 
background (which could be just a sheet of plain white copy paper) are all helpful if not 
essential. Good ventilation helps eliminate any ambient aromas that might interfere with the 
evaluation of a wine. And a plain white background allows me to see the real color of the wine. 
Being able to smell the wine and only the wine as well as really see how it looks gives me a lot 
of information about the wine. 

Finally, if I am going to taste, I avoid eating or drinking strong flavors that might linger in the 
mouth or on the breath. Spicy hot foods, mustards, vinegars, garlic, chili peppers, onions, candy, 
and some milk products are all on the no-no list. So are toothpaste, breath strips, and even 
mouthwash. Unfortunately for me, this also means that I have had to give up coffee completely 
as it diminishes my tasting acuity. I drink tea instead and find that tea, hot or cold, doesn’t 
interfere with my tasting ability. I also try not to taste when I am not feeling good as I am less 
likely to get a good note. There. I have now written down for you my detailed recipe for tasting. 

 
So, back to the key question: Why Doesn’t My Wine Taste Like You Said It Would? The 

simplest and most likely answer is that I took my note under as close to ideal conditions as I 
could arrange. It is possible that when you tasted or drank the wine, one or more of those 
conditions may have been less than optimal. Maybe the wine got too warm in the car on the way 
home. Maybe it was flawed by a bad cork. Maybe the wine was served too warm. Maybe the 
glass was less than squeaky clean or maybe it was not the best choice for that wine. Cabernet in a 
Pinot glass doesn’t work any better than Pinot in a Cabernet glass. I have drunk great wine out of 
styrofoam cups and enjoyed it but I’m certain that my sometimes cavalier attitude has cost me at 
least some pleasure. If the room has a strong ambient smell, it will affect the way a wine tastes 
just as if a room is too dark, or there is no white background, it can be impossible to evaluate the 
color. All of these factors taken separately or together can cause a wine to taste different and 
generally not so good as if tasted under ideal or near ideal circumstance. That’s the most likely 
reason why a wine I recommend might not show as well for someone else. (Sometimes a wine 
can have an “off” day where it just doesn’t show well. Most wines’ aging curves look more like 
a sine wave than a straight line. And it is regularly observed that most wines taste better on days 
with lower relative barometric pressure.) 

I would note that I drink (as opposed to taste) a lot of wine in less than ideal tasting 
circumstances. While I most often enjoy those wines, I don’t use those circumstances to produce 
tasting notes and only very rarely to make buying decisions. There is no telling how much more 
(good or bad) a wine might show in the right tasting environment. The point of tasting is to know 
what to buy so that you can drink well in those maybe less than ideal but real life situations. 
Nevertheless, if you follow the tasting recipe as closely as possible when you are drinking wine, 
it is sure to show its best. 

Of course, not all disagreement about flavor and style can be attributed to not following an 
idealized tasting recipe. There is always the matter of personal taste … but we’ll get to that next 
week.  
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Typicity 
 
From Wikipedia …  
Typicity (French typicité, Italian tipicità) is a term in wine tasting used to describe the degree to 
which a wine reflects its varietal origins, and thus demonstrate the signature characteristics of the 
grape from which it was produced, i.e., how much a Merlot wine “tastes like a Merlot”. 

 
While “typicity” has its own entries in several online dictionaries as well as on Wikipedia and 

even has its own Facebook page, neither the Oxford English Dictionary nor the spell-checker on 
my copy of Microsoft Word recognizes it (although the OED entry for “typicality” is close). 
Those that do recognize “typicity” as a word all seem to relate it to wine tasting. While I do use 
typicity in other realms, wine tasting and description is where it most often comes to mind. 

When I taste and identify something from that taste, the thing I tasted must have expressed at 
least some typicity. Without typicity, I have no way of recognizing what my senses experience. 
When tasting wine, typicity is the friend of the blind taster and without it, blind tasting is more 
guessing or luck than skill. Without typicity, we have no way of determining place or variety.  

Typicity of place means the wine tastes like where it came from. Typicity of variety means that 
the varietal character of the grapes comes through in the finished wine. If both of these – typicity 
of place and typicity of variety are present, a taster can begin to accurately place and identify the 
wine. If neither is present (or if the taster has no frame of reference), the blind taster is limited to 
a qualitative judgement but even that is suspect because of the lack of a frame of reference. 

Of course typicity is not static; rather, it is an evolving target. To someone from Thomas 
Jefferson’s era, modern red Bordeaux wines would be unrecognizable. Jefferson wrote that red 
Bordeaux should be drunk fairly young and that white Bordeaux wines should be kept and aged. 
At that time, he was correct as the red wines got hours rather than weeks of skin contact (vatting) 
so they were more along the lines of what we today would consider a dark Rosé (sort of like 
today’s Bordeaux Clairét or just a bit more red) rather than the much darker wines we’ve had 
since World War II.  

And the typical Red Bordeaux of today is, while maybe not unrecognizably so, different from 
what was made in the 1970s. Again, longer vatting allowing polymerization of tannins and other 
phenols - as well as more color saturation and more extraction. Did your eyes just glaze over as 
you read “polymerization of …”? This is actually a big deal but little understood factor in 
modern red wine making. Emile Peynaud, a famous professor of enology at the University of 
Bordeaux, came up with the idea of leaving the wine on the skins for an extra 14 days after 
fermentation to allow the phenols (tannins, anthocyans, and other flavonoids) to form longer 
molecular chains (polymers) so they become polyphenols sooner. This is important because these 
polyphenols give the wine all the benefit of having lots of tannin but not the overly harsh taste 
and feel in the mouth. The polymerized tannin molecules don’t fit in the tannin receptors (taste 
buds) on your tongue and so the wine feels rich but not harsh (no “bitter-beer” face). This 
process would happen anyway in the bottle (and now continues in the bottle) which is how the 
sediments you see in older red wines form. Peynaud figured out how to move much of this 
ongoing process of polymerization up from taking several years in the bottle to taking a couple 
of weeks in the tank. The immediate result of this change is that red wines made this way taste 
better sooner than red wines that are drained off the skins as soon as fermentation is complete. 

Peynaud’s technique – called “extended-post-fermentation-maceration” – was in wide use for 
the great 1982 vintage in Bordeaux and has since spread to most regions around the world where 
tannic red grapes are grown. It is used on wines made from Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Syrah, 
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Malbec, Tannat, Petite Sirah, Zinfandel, and more. It is not used on lighter grapes such as Pinot 
Noir or Gamay. While it does not affect the varietal character or the expression of terroir in the 
finished wine, it does make that character and expression more accessible (and more enjoyable) 
at an earlier stage of development. Everywhere it is used and with all the varieties it is used, 
extended-post-fermentation-maceration has become part of the typicity of both the area and the 
variety. (How’s that for a digression?) 

So typicity of place is what comes when a wine expresses its terroir. Gravel soils give a wine a 
particular sort of dusty-minerally nuance that can be identified “gravelly”. Limestone can give a 
mineral note not unlike the smell of children’s vitamins (think Flintstones or Ninja Turtles). Sand 
can give a subtle elegance unlike any other terroir. With regular tasting, place can be recognized. 
It is said that Madame Bize Leroy (owner of Domaine Leroy) can taste the grapes as they come 
into her winery and tell which of her vineyards produced them. 

The typicity of oak barrels (and now oak chips and inner-staves, if done with a skilled hand) is 
dustiness and spice and vanilla. When it doesn’t mimic French (or European) oak, American oak 
can add notes of Bourbon (which gets its flavor from American oak barrels), dill, and/or toasted 
coconut. Specific forests (Allier, Tronçais, Never, Limousin, etc.) and coopers (Demptos, 
François Freres, Seguin-Moreau, Boutes, etc.) can add their own nuance. 

The typicity of Cabernet Sauvignon includes the aromas of both red and black (depending on 
ripeness) cherry and berry fruit, tobacco and tea (herbal), cedar, graphite, and black pepper and 
can include green pepper notes as well as the “weediness” some winemakers call the “reek” of 
Cabernet. The typicity of Syrah includes red and black raspberry fruit along with white pepper 
and coffee (sometimes coffee grounds) notes. The typicity of Malbec includes black fruits with 
black pepper and coffee (usually coffee grounds) notes. The typicity of Pinot Noir includes 
generally red fruits with notes of cola and dark floral with a sort of non-terroir dependent 
indeterminate earthiness (that can be supplemented and enhanced by terroir-based earth and 
mineral notes). Zinfandel’s varietal typicity is a mix of red and black fruit (from its “Hens-and 
Chicks” clusters featuring both big ripe and smaller under-ripe berries), briar (the essential Zen 
of Zin), and black peppery spice. And so on. 

What are the enemies of typicity? Over-ripeness and multi-regional blending are the two 
biggest culprits. Blending varites can be either a bane to (Burgundy, Pinot Noir) or part of 
(Bordeaux, Meritage blends, Zin-blends) typicity depending on region, vaiety, and tradition. 
Excessive or inappropriate blending (Pinot Noir and Sangiovese?) can also void typicity. 

Blending wines from several regions blots out or muddies terroir to the point where it is 
unrecognizable. If the component wines have any terroir characteristics (and not all do), the 
blending of them at best makes the resulting wines taste merely “earthy” or “minerally” with no 
specificity of place although varietal character may come through unscathed. If this is all that 
happens, this is perfectly OK for lower-priced (say $12 and under) commercial wines but (with 
few exceptions) it is not OK for what is being passed as “fine” wine. 

Over-ripeness and full-ripeness are two different things. Fully ripe grapes are those where the 
phenols, sugars, and acids are in balance and there is no green left on the seeds. They tend to be 
plump. Overripe grapes have begun to lose acidity and even shrivel a bit. The problem is 
defining where the line between ripe and over ripe is for any one variety or area. Fully ripe 
grapes express the character of the variety. As a red grape (almost regardless of variety) moves 
toward over-ripeness, the wine it yields moves through the cocoa range into the chocolate range 
and whatever varietal character it has begins to drop away. Cabernet Sauvignon picked at 24-25° 
Brix generally has the typicity of Cabernet. Cabernet Sauvignon picked at 29-30° Brix generally 
has the aromas of only black fruit and chocolate syrup. The balancing tobacco or other herbal 
notes all go completely away. As Pinot Noir moves to over-ripeness, its cola notes fade away and 
its bright red fruit darkens to black fruit as coffee, cocoa, and even chocolate aromas develop. As 
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Syrah moves to over-ripeness, it loses its red fruit character and its raspberry becomes more 
generic black fruit even at its coffee notes and white pepper give way to chocolate. This high 
level of ripeness tends to wipeout any sense of place. Where is the line between ripe and over-
ripe? How many prunes is too many? 

While a lot of people like these wines and there is a market for them, they are not typical of 
their varieties. It would be the rare taster who could identify one of them by taste – because they 
lack typicity. 

Just now, there is a big debate in the world’s wine media about ripeness and over-ripeness and 
its effect on typicity. Some feel (hope?) the current trend toward over-ripeness is the extreme end 
of a stylistic pendulum swing while others fell that the new higher levels of ripeness are an 
evolution (as opposed to a fad), not unlike extended vatting was an evolution in style. While I 
don’t advocate a return to shorter vatting or harvesting under-ripe fruit, I do feel that, as with 
most things, there are limits and that some producers (in both Napa and Bordeaux for Cabernet 
Sauvignon and in Australia mainly for Syrah) are pushing ripeness too far. I truly hope that the 
aroma of a freshly opened can of Hershey’s chocolate syrup does not replace the nuance of 
tobacco and pencil shavings as the primary varietal identifier of Cabernet Sauvignon. The world 
would be a sadder place.  

Here’s to Typicity. 
 
 


