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Grapevines 
 
Viticulture: the science, production and study of grapes.  
 
The grapevine is the home where the wine in our glass starts out as little buds from a cordon from a 
special clone grafted onto a rootstock...okay, if all this makes your head spin lets break down where the 
wine we love lives before we get it. 
 
In this series, we will begin with the role rootstock plays, go up to the importance of the canopy and then 
discuss the lifecycle of the grape from budding to harvesting.   
 
Other grapevine issues like pest control and watering will be touched on as well. 
 
Below is a drawing of a grapevine with its basic anatomy identified: 

 
 
http://swirlingnotions.wordpress.com/2007/06/08/anatomy-of-a-vine/ 
 
Rootstock 
 
Rootstock is a plant, technically the stump of a plant, with an established healthy root system.  The 
rootstock gets grafted, or attached to, a scion from a particular species of grapevine. 
 
The rootstock acts as a protective barrier to the more delicate grapevine.  The rootstock will help their 
newly joined plant survive drought, root pests and any number of other diseases that the grapevine would 
be challenged by. 
 
Rootstock is purchased to coincide very closely with the soil and region it will be growing in.  Vineyard 
managers will buy the best rootstock for their soils pH, mineral content, salinity, water availability, and 
risks of pathogens.  

http://swirlingnotions.wordpress.com/2007/06/08/anatomy-of-a-vine/
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Rootstock is very durable and will grow vigorously underground - over 30 feet if need be - in search of 
nutrients and water.   
 
After grafting has taken place and gets planted it is still 2-3 years before a winery will get a commercial 
ready harvest. 
 
The lifecycle for the grapevine and its rootstock can be well over 100 years, although the average 
commercial winery will phase through their plants every 25 years. 
 
Canopy 
 
All the hard work from the vigorous rootstock goes first to the canopy of the vine.  The leaves and their 
canes get the first round of nutrients and water.  The leaves help protect the grape clusters for getting too 
hot in the sunshine but more importantly they work to convert the water, air and carbon dioxide into 
sugars for the grapes - by its process of photosynthesis.  Sugar is first produced in the leaves and then 
stored in the fruit. 
 
The hours of sunlight and average temperature are important when choosing locations for vineyards.  
Ideal temperatures for photosynthesis consist of temperatures between 77° and 82°F with 1300-1500 
hours of sunlight during the growing season. 
 
Any fungus, nutrient or pest problems can generally be detected in the leaves and when caught early can 
be fixed before too much damage is done to the fruit.  Vineyard managers monitor the quality of the 
leaves all summer long.  The nutrients and energies from biodynamic composts help ensure the soil can 
continue to nourish the vines and this can be seen in the leaves.  
 
The canopy and canes gets trimmed and trained to grow in a variety a ways.  These decisions help to 
maximize sunlight, wind, and the number of clusters able to grow per plant.    
 
Every type of grape vine has a unique shape and sized leaf pattern just like how some types of grape 
varietals have the fruit clusters snuggled close together, some berries are loose for greater air circulation, 
and some clusters could be twice the length of their cousin varieties.  
 

 
Grapevine’s Annual Cycle 
 
 

1.  GROWTH 
 
At the end of winter or in early spring, long after last year’s grapes were harvested and the leaves fell off, 
and after the threat of frost is believed to have passed, old cane shoots get pruned off so when spring does 
arrive bud break can occur.  Bud break is when the New Year’s canes break through the cordon, or arm, 
of the vine.  
  
The vine lived through winter on stored carbohydrates and as the cane grows and develops leaves it will 
refill its tank, so to speak.  Late season rains or frost are dangerous to young delicate buds this time of 
year. 
 
Flowering, or floraison, occurs about 45-90 days after bud break.  This is the very small flowers opening 
up for fertilization.  Most grape species self-fertilize and do not need bees for pollination.  If there are 
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strong winds, lots of rain, or if cold weather occurs during flowering, the harvest will be drastically 
reduced. 
 
After the flowering, there is a stage called fruit set where the pollinated pistils will transform into berries.  
The grapes in this stage are at risk of being attacked by 
caterpillars, moths and mildew. 
 

2. RIPENING 
 
The start of verasion or color change, in the grapes in the first step 
towards the ripening; this generally happens around August.  
White wine berries will acquire a yellow, green or gray tinge; red 
wine berries turn into various shades of red, purple and blue.  
 
The process of verasion happens at different times for each species and even each cluster on the vine.  
Those with getting more sunlight, thus higher sugars, ripen sooner than those further under the canopy.  
In warm summers this process will begin quicker in the year compared to cooler summers. 
 
During ripening the fruit will double in its size, the skins of the grapes thin, and the amount of acid drops.  
Crews prune off grape clusters that aren’t required for their harvest yield, this will help push nutrients to 
just the fruit they think they’ll need. 
 
Vineyard managers and crew keep a careful eye on the grapes during the ripening time.  They want to see 
the sugar reach a certain level for each different varietal and it’s a bit of a guessing game on when that 
perfect day of ripeness will occur. 
 
Fall weather is approaching vineyards at this time, along with the weather changing, the hours of sunlight 
are decreasing and that means the clock is ticking for ripeness to peak in time for harvest.   
 
Brix measurements are taken before harvest begins to assess the ripening (or sugar levels) in the vineyard.  
Various tools are measured to calculate presence of sugar versus water in the grape.  
 
Some grapes are left on the vine after a normal harvest would take place, and they will continue to ripen 
on the vine as long as the fall weather stays fairly warm and dry.  The sugars in the grapes continue to 
increase, and the water in the berries begins to evaporate thus concentrating the flavors even more.  These 
will create ‘late harvest’ wines. 
 

3. HARVEST 
 
It is a skilled job in the agriculture industry to harvest grapes.  Not every grape cluster will be the same 
and the picker needs to know what to take and what to leave behind.  
 
Pruning shears cut the clusters and they are placed in a bin and as quickly as possible the vineyard works 
move to get the grapes to the winery for processing. 
 
The berries are very delicate and it is not ideal for them to get crushed during the picking because that 
pressed juice will oxidize and spoil. 
 
There is also risk that the juices will start to ferment from the wild yeasts and warm weather - so normally 
harvesting is completed early in the morning or at night.  Grape sorting and de-stemming is ideally 
completed soon after harvest to minimize contamination risk.   

Sugar levels (brix) are vital when 
determining if the grapes are ready to 
harvest.  Brix convert at a 55% ratio 
down into alcohol % during 
fermentation.  If brix measures at 26.6 
then the alcohol will be around 13%. 
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4. DORMANCY  
 
After the fruit is picked and fall sets in, the grapevine will shed its leaves and enter its dormant stage. 
 
Most wineries leave these old canes and prune them off in the 
beginning of the next year because the inside may still be green and 
would get damaged from the winter.  These cut canes are removed 
from the vineyard and normally composted and used to preserve the 
bacterial cultures of that vineyard site. 
 
The ground cover plants are overgrown to protect the dirt from erosion, which would expose the low level 
roots.  Rootstock can endure very harsh winters, even in areas with heavy snowfall for an entire winter it 
can come back to life is the spring.  
 
 

Water in the Vineyard 
 
Historically vineyards are planted near some natural body of water either a river, lake or the ocean.  This 
not only helps regulate the temperature, by cooling down during the summer nights, it reflects light to aid 
in photosynthesis and it provides a natural ground source for water.  
 
Roots will dig underground searching for water deep in the soil.  Some vineyards will supplement water 
supply through drip irrigation and some will dry farm, or not contribute any watering of the vines; the 
vines use only what is naturally found in the ground from rain and local bodies of water. 
 

Pest Control 
 
As the grapes ripen, they taste amazing, and not just to people but deer and birds too.  Netting is 
sometimes placed to keep animals away, scare crows are sometimes found, and often Mylar strips are tied 
to the vines to protect the grapes.  Roses are often found in vineyards and they historically have been the 
canary in the mine hole, so to speak.  They are working as an early warning system for vineyard managers 
because they are more delicate when compared to the durable rootstock. 
 
More wineries understand the ecosystems of farms and are incorporating owl boxes and hawk houses to 
keep the populations of gophers and small animals under control.  Wildlife corridors are also helpful to 
direct deer or hogs wanting to pass through the area while staying away from the open space of the 
vineyard.  Some wineries incorporate herbicides and pesticides to eliminate risk factors but here at 
Boisset, and a growing number of other wineries, are finding that skilled and purposeful use of organic 
and biodynamic treatments make for healthier vineyards. 

If you tried one varietal a 
day it would take you about 
27 years to taste them all.  
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Varietals 
 
Common wine grapes and their characteristics  
 
Bunches of Grapes 
 
There are approximately 10,000 different wine varietals found in the world and each of them possess 
inherent characteristics, or their own personality, which can be highlighted or minimized in the vineyard 
and in the cellar.  There are only about 50 varietals commercially distributed. 
 
Wine grapes are not the same as the grapes you buy at the market for a snack.  Wine grapes have about 
four times the amount of sugar when they are harvested and are about half the size.  Supermarket grapes 
are sold based on weight so they are watered heavily - wine grapes are sold based on quality and limiting 
the water keeps the flavors concentrated and diverse.  Recognizing (or memorizing) some of these 
intrinsic characteristics and their coordinating varietal, you will be able to more confidently describe the 
wines you are selling. 
 
With that in mind, we will focus on the varietals found in our Boisset Collection portfolio and few other 
common varietals. 
 
White Wines 
 
Sauvignon Blanc 
• Herbal notes like bell pepper or fresh cut grass, apples, pear, melon or gooseberry 
• Grows best in cool climates 
• Pairs well with salads, seafood and poultry 
• Fume Blanc is the same varietal but was a term created by Robert Mondavi to describe the oak aging 

they incorporated instead of the traditional stainless steel vats 
 
Chardonnay 
• Citrus aromas like lemon and grapefruit.  Un-oaked will likely have tropical fruit like pineapple and 

passion fruit 
• Oak aging will add vanilla, butter or toffee aromas 
• Goes with a wide range of foods 
• Un-oaked is best served chilled and does not need bottle aging.  Oak aged Chardonnay can be served 

closer to room temperature and can age 5-7 years on average 
 
Gewürztraminer  
• In German it means “spicy grape” 
• Very aromatic, often smells like roses, peach, lychee, and allspice 
• Ranges from sweet to dry and the best way to check before tasting is to look at the alcohol %; if the 

alcohol is less than 13% it’s probably sweet and closer to 14% it will likely be dry 
• Pairs well with Asian & Mexican foods, grilled sausages and pork 
 
Pinot Grigio 
• Also known as Pinot Gris, Tokay d’Alsace in France, Rulander in Germany 
• One of the few white wines that has a red skin; since it makes terrible red wine the skin is discarded and 

fermented into a white wine 
• Aromas are very perfumed and tend to be more floral than fruity 
• Pairs with white fish, poultry and herbed salads 
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Red Wines 
 
Cabernet Sauvignon 
• Aroma of black cherry, currants, and cedar 
• Tend to be either medium or full bodied with pronounced tannins 
• Often have the best aging capabilities, 10-20 years 
• Pair with red meats, portabella mushrooms 
 
Merlot 
• Notes of cherry, coffee, plums and often a little earthy 
• Tends to have less tannin than Cabernet which can make it more versatile when entertaining groups 
• Premium Merlot can age about 10 years 
 
Pinot Noir 
• Very fruit forward aromas like strawberry, plum and cherry; and more subtle tea-leaf or worn leather 
• Naturally lighter in color and tannins than most other reds because of its thin skin; this thin skin also 

means it grows better in cooler climates where most white wines grow 
• Main red grape grown in Burgundy; evidence of it growing there for several hundred years 
• Also very food friendly, great with fish, Mediterranean foods, and pasta 
 
Syrah 
• Dark fruit aromas like blackberry, black cherry, pepper, or smoky aromas 
• This is the same grape as Shiraz; believed to originate in what is now Iran  
• Often blended with other varietals like Grenache, Merlot and Mouvedre 
• Planted heavily in the Rhone region of France 
• Pair with beef, wild game, and hearty stews 
 
Zinfandel 
• Considered by most to be a native Californian grape; unique attribute is it thrives in hot weather 
• Grape vines can bear fruit over 100 years and still make great, often amazing wines  
• Zesty red berries, smoke, and white or black pepper aromas 
• Pairs with tomato sauce pizza, grilled vegetables or meats 
 
Petit Verdot 
• Tends to ripen late and not consistently on each cluster 
• Very popular to blend in order to add color, tannin and acidity 
• Aromas of blackberries, banana, pencil shavings; violets when young and leather when old 
• Found in French Bordeaux’s; often used as part of Claret or Meritage blends 
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Blending 
 
Blending different varietals together is a very common practice all over the world.  European wines from 
France, Italy and Spain (often called Old World Wines) are intrinsically blends of particular wines 
allowed to grow in certain regions.  This is why you may see Burgundy on a French wine label instead of 
Pinot Noir like you would from an American producer.  The blends are named after the region and there 
is an implied knowledge that the consumer would know what grapes are grown in that region.   
 
American, as well as Australian and South American (New World Wine) producers focus more on the 
varietal as the dominate source of information given on the label and the region, although still important, 
it is not the primary focus.  New World wine blends tend to have proprietary names applied to their 
blends.  It is helpful to understand the basic flavor profiles of the varietals when shopping for New World 
Wines.  
 
American wine label laws regulate that to label a varietal, Chardonnay for example, at least 75% must be 
that varietal and the rest can be a mix of whatever other wine the producer chooses.  This is because even 
the lawmakers understand that winemakers need some creative expression when it comes to their craft. 
 

Common Blends 
 
Meritage (rhymes with ‘heritage’) 
This is blend of at least three of the five main Bordeaux varietals: Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Malbec, 
Petit Verdot and Cabernet Franc.  Chip Lyeth, the Lyeth Vineyards founder, was also a founding member 
of the Meritage Society which was designed to keep integrity and quality to the bordelaise style.  
 
Chianti 
Very popular Italian blend mostly made up of Sangiovese and is named after the Chianti region.  
 
Champagne (aka sparkling wine, cava, spumante, prosecco) 
Normally a blend of Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier.  The process of getting bubbles is from a 
secondary bottle fermentation where small amounts of yeast and sugar are added to the still (non-
sparkling) wine.  The by-product of that bottle fermentation is carbon dioxide which creates those yummy 
bubbles. Only sparkling wine produced from the Champagne region of France can be labeled 
Champagne.   
 
Port 
Now this blend can only carry the name Port if it comes from the region in Portugal.  Normally a blend of 
traditionally used Portuguese red varieties and then fortify that still wine with a distilled spirit like 
Brandy.  Fortification happens during the fermentation process and the high alcohol of the brandy stops 
fermentation.  Port is often served after dinner with chocolate, strong cheese or a cigar. 
 
Sherry 
This is a fortified wine from the Spanish region of Jerez.  Unlike port, sherry is fortified after 
fermentation of the still wines are complete.  Sherry does not need bottle aging and is best to be consumed 
within days of being opened.  Serve with apple cobbler, creme brûlée, hard cheeses and nuts.  
 

Clones 
 
Grapes, even those most berries have seeds, don’t propagate well from their seeds.  Generally cuttings of 
the live cane shoots from a ‘mother’ plant are taken and attached to root stock to replant.  This makes the 
genetics of grapevines ever evolving. 
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Most of us know that Chardonnay tastes different from Sauvignon Blanc and Merlot tastes different from 
Pinot Noir - but because of their spontaneous mutations there are now different clones, or sub-varietals, 
each with their own unique and significant attributes.  You wine label may say its ‘Pinot Noir’ but the 
vineyard manager would have notes as to which of the dozens of clones of pinot noir are planted.  
 
Choosing the right clone when planting a vineyard is important, not just because each clone with 
contribute different flavor profiles but some clones of, Chardonnay for example, may ripen late and have 
a very tight grape cluster.  This will not do well in areas that have damp or early fall weather. 
 

Winemaking Basics  
 
The science and art of turning grape juice into great wine 
 
The Science of Winemaking 
 
Enology is the science and study of all aspects of wine and winemaking but excludes vineyard 
management.   
 
The Boisset winemaking philosophy is very much centered around the theory of a soft human touch, 
where the terrior and varietals can be the star. 
 
It is common for winemakers to use a wide array of techniques to create amazing wines.  Our winemaker 
notes found in the “resource center” and in our tasting kits will give you valuable information on what 
types of techniques were used but understanding those techniques will help you sell more wine and create 
long-time customers. 
 
From the Field 
 
Harvesting is considered by many the first step in winemaking.  The harvest is either done by hand (a 
very skilled task) or mechanically.  Hand harvesting is generally used for premium wines because the 
harvester will only be taking grape clusters that are free of rot and not under-ripe.  These wines often 
command a higher price.  Mechanical harvesting, although less labor intensive, takes in all the grape 
clusters along with some of the vines canopy and any possible nests or other items found in the vines.  
 
The grape clusters are sent from the vineyard to the hopper or some kind of sorting table to get de-
stemmed and sorted.  Any unwanted stems, leaves or clusters are discarded and that waste will get 
recycled into compost.   
 
Grapes will then go through a pressing process.  For red wines, the skins will stay with the pressed juice 
and this is stage is called must.  You can remember this name because you must have the red skins to 
make red wines.  For white wines, the skins are discarded and only the juice remains for the fermentation 
process.  
 
The free run must, or juice first pressed just from the weight of the grapes, is often reserved and used for a 
special premium batch by the winemaker.  
 
The brix, or sugar density levels, are very important at the time of harvest because that will convert into 
alcohol at about a 55% conversion rate.  For example, if the brix are measured 26, then your wine has the 
capability of being around 13% alcohol by volume. 
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Fermentation 
 
There are wild yeasts that come into the winemaking cellar from the vineyards.  These yeasts alone, or the 
addition of commercial yeasts, start the fermentation process when combined with heat. 
 
As the must or juice gets heated up, the yeast starts eating up all 
the natural sugars and the by-product is the alcohol.  Carbon 
dioxide is also created from this yeast sugar eating frenzy 
which is why we often use huge wooden open-top vats or 
stainless steel tanks with an opening to allow for those gases to 
escape. 
 
After red wines are done with their primary fermentation, which 
tends to take between one and two weeks, a second fermentation 
takes place.  This is called malolactic fermentation, which takes a harsh tasting malic acid and turns it into 
a smooth tasting lactic acid.  It is common for a red wine to go through this process. 
 
Malolactic fermentation is often asked about with regards to white wines, especially Chardonnay.  If a 
winemaker feels the acid in the wine is too strong, or out of balance, they will encourage this bacterial 
fermentation to occur in all or a percentage of the wine.  When this has happened it creates a creamy or 
buttery aroma and mouthfeel.  To some, this is enjoyable and others it can be overwhelming.  
 
Yeast 
 
The role yeast plays during winemaking is the most important because it is the tool that turns grape juice 
into wine.  The sugar in the juice will determine how high the alcohol 
content can become but sometimes winemakers will stop fermentation 
early in order to leave some residual sugar and sweetness in the wine 
such as with dessert wines, or often in American Riesling and 
Gewürztraminer.  
 
Heating up the juice and yeast mixture will start the fermenting process; 
dropping the temperature will stop the process.  Winemakers watch the 
fermentation process to ensure they stop the yeast from working at just 
the right time, otherwise after it has processed all the sugar (to create a 
dry wine) it will start eating other components of the wine.  
   
To make Port, the fermenting wine is fortified by brandy.  The high level of alcohol is what stops the 
yeast from consuming all the sugars.  Port wine often contains some residual sugar and has an alcohol of 
18-20%. 
 
The type of yeast used to ferment the wine will vary based on the wine being made.  The most common 
commercial yeast used is a sugar loving yeast - and it’s the same kind used for bread and beer making!  If 
you are ever on Jeopardy this yeast is called Saccharomyces. 
 
Sur Lie 
 
Translating from French sur lie means, “on the lees.”  Lees are the inactive yeast solids left over from 
fermentation.  The winemaker may choose to have the wine age with those solids instead of filtering them 
so it can impart additional aromas and increase the body.   
 

To create a red wine, 
fermentation must happen with 
the skins and juices mixed 
together.  Virtually all the 
color of wine comes from their 
skins. 

 

 

 

   

Wine grapes have four times the 
amount of sugar compared to table 
grapes and they are about half the size, 
too.  Wine grapes are similar in size to a 
blueberry. 

 

 

 

   



 

12 

The aromas imparted are often described as nutty or smelling like freshly baked bread.  This process can 
add an extra creaminess to the wine and can also bring some balance that the oak barrels would 
contribute.   
 
The sur lie process is common among Chardonnay and Champagne and is normally noted somewhere on 
the bottle label.  
 
Cellar Aging 
 
Red wine will most likely age in oak barrels.  They may sit in their barrel anywhere from one to five 
years.  This time frame will depend on the winemaker’s vision for the completed product.  
 
Many white wines and some reds stay in stainless steel tanks to age.  Unlike the barrels, this does not give 
any flavor, color or texture to the wine.    
 
Most barrels are made from oak trees, and although there are hundreds of oak tree species the most 
common used is white oak.  The oak comes from different parts of the world, and like the wines resting 
inside they have unique and inherent characteristics.  Where the trees are grown, their age, how the wood 
is dried, and how the wood is toasted (or charred) will affect the flavor profile.  
 
The oak barrels serve two main functions: 
 
1. Provide a slow oxidation (or aging) of the wine 
2. Contribute some of its flavor compounds to the wine   
 
Barrels will impart the most color, texture and aroma to a wine the 
very first time it is used.  Wines aging in brand new oak tend to 
command a higher price and can often age in the bottle for many 
years. 
 
That barrel can impart those elements for, generally, about five years or maybe three vintages.  The more 
it is used the less flavors it will impart.  Think of it like using a cinnamon stick to flavor your hot 
chocolate, if you use that same stick of cinnamon for your second cup and then a third cup and so on - it 
will eventually lose all flavor.   
 
After the barrel flavor has become neutral it is still useful.  Not all wine benefits from those added flavor 
profiles and not all price points warrant it.  Sometimes a winemaker will blend Merlot, for example, 
where 75% was aging in new oak and the rest in neutral.  This would help soften the tannins and flavors 
the barrel would impart.   
 
Each barrel is marked for inventory and tested regularly by the winemaker or the cellar master.  The small 
percentage of wine which evaporates from the barrel is called The Angel’s Share.   
 
Bottling 
 
After the wine has aged to the desired result, the wine will get pumped out of their barrels and put back 
into larger tanks. 
 
From there, the wine will once again get the natural solids filtered or fined. 
Filtration works similar to your coffee filter.  The wine passes through a series of plates with very small 
holes, where very little solid matter is likely to fit through.   
 

Think of stirring the lees like 
churning butter.  It makes for a 
rich, creamy and smooth wine.   
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Fining happens by introducing an agent which chemically binds with targeted solids, like tannin or 
protein, and work like a magnet pulling those solids to it and slowly dropping to the bottom of the tank 
where the wine get racked off to remove it from that sediment. 
 

Wine Barrels 
 
How they affect the flavor and price of our wines 
 
A Bit of Barrel History 
 
Many of us have seen ancient Greek and Roman liquid storage vessels, called amphoras, in museums or 
history books.  These clay pots were widely used to store and transport wine by merchants but due to the 
fragile nature of clay, experimentation moved towards materials like copper, animal skins and eventually 
to wooden vessels. 
   
For the last 2000 years, since about the Iron Age, barrels have been used to store and transport wine.  
There have been lots of experimentation and adjustments along the way; everything from the shape and 
size, types of wood used, age and location of trees, all the way down to how the trees are cut and dried.   
 
Throughout history other wood types, including chestnut, pine, redwood and acacia have been used in 
crafting barrels.  However, none of these wood types possess the compatibility with wine that oak has 
demonstrated in combining its water tight, yet slightly porous, storage capabilities with the unique flavor 
and texture characteristic that it can impart to the wine that it is in contact with.   
 
Historically, chestnut was used by Beaujolais, Italian and Portuguese wine makers.  Some Rhone 
winemakers occasionally use paraffin coated chestnut barrels but the coating minimizes any effect from 
the wood making its function similar to a neutral concrete vessel. In Chile there some cases where barrels 
are made of rauli wood but it is beginning to fall out of favor due to the musky scent it imparts on wine. 
 

Handy Barrel Fact & Figures 
 
The wooden barrel has three main advantages which have kept this 
technology a key component to the wine industry: 
 
1. The barrel’s double arched shape made for easy rolling on and off 

shipping vessels 
 
2. The barrels are very durable and the wood staves (sticks) aren’t attached by nail or glue, simply 

bound together with metal bands thus allowing the wood to ‘breath’  
 
3. It was found that not only the taste of wine but also beer and olive oil, benefited from the slow 

oxidation and flavors from the wood 
 
The evaporation or slow oxidation of the wine (called the Angel’s Share) help to intensify the flavor 
compounds in the wine.  Mostly water evaporates, like when making a reduction sauce.  
 
Most barrels hold 60 gallons of wine.  This is the equivalent to 25 cases, or 300 bottles, or 1,200 glasses 
of wine. 
 
60 gallons is about the amount of wine one person could harvest by hand in a day; or about 1000 pounds 
of grapes. 

Out of the 400 oak tree 
species only about 20 types 
are used for aging wine.  
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When made by hand, an experienced cooper can make one barrel a day. 
 
The average American oak barrel costs $270; the French barrel costs $600; Eastern European about $480. 
 
Barrels give off the most color, texture and aroma their first year and it diminishes to nothing in an 
average of five years or after about three uses. 
 
Barrels can be re-used for decades as long as the wood stays healthy; they still allow for slow oxidation 
but no longer add color, texture or aroma. 
 
Barrels are stored at the winery in a cool cellar, sometimes called a Chai (pronounced Shay) which is 
French for barrel aging room.   
 

Cooper’s Craft 
 
Barrels are constructed in cooperages.  The traditional method of European coopers have been to hand-
split the oak into staves (or strips) along the grain. After the oak is split, it is allowed to "season" or dry 
outdoors while exposed to the elements.  This process can take anywhere from 10 to 36 months during 
which time the harshest tannins from the wood are leached out.  Some modern techniques incorporate 
mechanically splitting the wood to save on cost and time.  
 
The longer the wood is allowed to season the softer the potential wine stored in the barrels may be but this 
can add substantially to the cost of the barrel.  In some American cooperages the wood is dried in a kiln 
instead of outdoors.  While this method is much faster, it doesn't soften the tannins quite as much as 
outdoor seasoning. 
 
Winemakers will order their barrels to have a certain degree toasting (heat treatment) done.  The levels 
are light, medium and heavy.  If you see a barrel at a winery and notice the MT - that would mean the 
barrel had a medium toast.  This heat treatment adds an additional element of flavors to the wine, similar 
to adding spices to a sauté pan at different times, the flavor will be more or less pronounced.  
 
The staves are held together only by their iron hoops.  No nails or glue are used to keep the sides intact.  
The bung hole is drilled into a thicker bung stave which will be the access point for filling, emptying and 
testing the wine.  
 

Different Oak Tree Regions 
 
Winemakers will source their barrels from three main regions: 
 
America: Missouri, Minnesota and Wisconsin 
-tend to impart more of a vanilla, caramel and woody tastes because of the younger trees therefore thicker 
grain; the land is all privately owned  
 
France: Allier, Limousin, Nevers, Troncais, and Vosages 
-tend to impart more spice aromas and more tannin; the forests are government owned and regulated; 
trees are two to three times the age of American oak trees at the time they are harvested 
 
Eastern Europe: Hungary and Slovenia 
-similar flavor profile of the French but much less tannin imparted to the wine; land is government or 
privately owned; trees here grow slow and small creating a small yield of oak for barrels 
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Art of Aeration 
 
Practically all wines undergo some period of maturing before they are bottled, even if it’s only a few 
weeks in a stainless steel tank or two years in a wooden barrel.  The barrel’s role in this is great because 
the barrel has the ability to ‘breath’ or allow for a very slow oxidation or aeration of the wine.  There is a 
chemical reaction that happens with wine when it comes into contact with oxygen.  The aromas and the 
color will change depending on the amount or time the contact takes place. 
 
While sitting in the barrel to age, the winemaker will take regular samples of the wine to watch its 
progress. They use a tool called a wine thief, which looks like a turkey baster.  It is vital that this process 
of taking samples from barrel to barrel is sanitary because if one barrel has been unknowingly 
contaminated, those problems will be transferred to every barrel the wine thief touches.    
 
Barrel size and the size of their staves affect the aging timeline.  If the barrel is small, there is more wood 
contact with the wine inside, giving off stronger flavors; if the barrel is very large then obviously the 
opposite is true, the surface area in contact with wood effects will be more minimal. The staves range 
from 1-4 inches typically and that is the source for air to enter.  The barrel aging rooms are cool, dark and 
humid which helps keep maintain a gradual oxidation.  
 

Barrel Alternatives 
 
Winemakers have discovered other vessels for aging their wines and also for imparting oak flavor without 
incurring the high cost of buying new wine barrels.  Stainless steel tanks will sometimes be used to age all 
or part of a vintage.  These are the same tanks they use to ferment wine in, so after the wine gets made it 
is shifted to a clean tank for its maturation.  These tanks are completely neutral when it comes to 
imparting any flavor, color, texture or aroma. 
 
Although not very common, some wineries are experimenting with large cement vats.  The cement is 
porous and allows for oxidation and adds some minerality to the aromas.  This is more popular with white 
wines when its used. 
 
Wood chips are sometimes added to the tanks to give off those wood elements and then filtered out later.  
This gives some of the wood properties that a barrel would add but allows the winery to sell that wine for 
a fraction of the price.  If you are buying a wine at the supermarket and the label describes an oak 
influence but costs less than $10, most likely the winery used wood chips to impart that flavor. 
 
There is no law that requires wineries to state how the wine was aged, or for how long.  It is up to the 
winery.  The price of the bottle can help indicate not just the quality of grapes and the region they are 
growing in but also the aging process for that vintage.   
 

Biodynamic Farming  
 
A holistic approach to viticulture 
 
At Boisset Collection, we consider ourselves stewards of the terroir, with a profound responsibility to 
pass along a clean environment and revitalized, healthy habitats and communities to future generations. 
We take to heart the Native American proverb that says, "We do not inherit this land from our ancestors; 
we borrow it from our children." 
 
The modernization of farming practices has creating a system where farmers are trained to think only 
within their small plot of land, where the crop is controlled in clear rows, free from plants or animals that 
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are not part of their high yield production plan.  For biodynamic farms, the farmer looks beyond the fence 
line and work to create the most natural environment - connecting local plants, animals, soils, sunlight, 
wind and even the cosmos - to create not the highest yield possible but the highest quality.  The goal for 
this farming method is to respect the entire life cycle of the environment not just the growing season of 
their crop.   
 
In this section we will cover a brief history of biodynamic farming, how it is differs from organic farming, 
and some of the practices that make this approach to a growing environment unique. 
 

What does it mean to be biodynamic? 
 
In a nutshell, biodynamics is a spiritual-ethical-ecological approach to agriculture, food production and 
nutrition. Biodynamics was first developed in the early 1920s based on the spiritual insights and practical 
suggestions of the Austrian writer, educator and social activist Dr. Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), whose 
philosophy is called “anthroposophy.”    
 
Dr. Steiner taught about the important connections within ecological, the energetic, and the spiritual 
aspects of nature.  He believed that understanding he energies of plant and animal life, below and above 
ground as well as the timing of the cosmos will make for a healthier and self-supporting ecosystem.   
 
Currently, there are over 450 biodynamic vineyards worldwide and growing in popularity in top wine 
regions of France, Switzerland, Italy, Germany, Chile, South Africa, Australia, Canada and the United 
States. 
 

How is it different from organic? 
 
Organic wineries do not use any chemical fertilizers, herbicides, fungicides or pesticides on their grapes.  
The process for labeling ‘organic’ wine stops in the vineyards, though, and does not include organic 
winemaking practices.   
 
Biodynamic farmers strive to create a diversified, balanced farm ecosystem that generates health and 
fertility as much as possible from within the farm itself. Preparations made from fermented manure, 
minerals and herbs are used to help restore and harmonize the vital life forces of the farm and to enhance 
the nutrition, quality and flavor of the food being raised. Every biodynamic farm aims to become self-
sufficient in compost, manures and animal feeds. 
 
Biodynamic farmers take organic farming up a notch by incorporating some of these key differences: 
 
• All winemaking external inputs are kept to a minimum 
 
• Utilizing compost which incorporates specific plant and quartz treatments 
 
• Sprays made from manure and quartz based preparations are used for crop quality 
 
• Ecological diversity is a goal of landscape management 
 
• The Lunar calendar is used to determine prime planting, cultivating and harvesting times 
 

Practices 
 
For a vineyard to be considered biodynamic the wine-grower must use the nine biodynamic preparations, 
as explained by Rudolf Steiner from his years of research and teachings.  These are made from cow 
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manure, quartz (silica) and seven medicinal plants.  The use of compost in the vineyard is a key difference 
between organic and biodynamic farming.  The specific properties of the plants used are enhanced and 
made effective for soil life during the process of a unique fermentation process which takes place in the 
soil. 
 
To make them effective some of the herbs require a sheath made of certain animal organ materials. These 
serve as catalysts for bringing about the required process the herbs will contribute to the soil. 
 
According to Biodynamic Wine Guide 2011 by Monty Waldin, there are nine steps that must be followed 
to be considered biodynamic: 
 
1. Cow manure is buried in cow horns in the soil over winter. The horn is then dug up, its contents 

(called horn manure) are then stirred in water and sprayed on the soil in the afternoon. The horn may 
be re-used as a sheath 

2. Ground quartz is buried in cow horns in the soil over summer. The horn is then dug up, its contents 
(called horn silica) are then stirred in water and sprayed over the vines at daybreak. The horn may be 
re-used as a sheath 

3. Yarrow flowers are buried sheathed in a stag's bladder. This is hung in the summer sun, buried over 
winter, then dug up the following spring. The bladder's contents are removed and inserted in the 
compost (the used bladder is discarded) 

4. Chamomile flowers are sheathed in a cow intestine. This is hung in the summer sun, buried over 
winter, then dug up the following spring.  The intestine's contents are removed and inserted in the 
compost (the used intestine is discarded)  

5. Dandelion flowers are buried sheathed in a cow mesentery (peritoneum). This is hung in the summer 
sun, buried over winter, then dug up the following spring. The mesentery's contents are removed and 
inserted in the compost (the used mesentery is discarded). intestine's contents are removed and 
inserted in the compost (the used intestine is discarded) 

6.  Stinging Nettles are buried in the soil (with no animal sheath) in summer, are dug up the following 
autumn and are inserted in the compost 

7. Oak bark is buried sheathed in the skull of a farm animal, the skull is buried in a watery environment 
over winter, then dug up. The skull's contents are removed and inserted in the compost (the used skull 
is discarded) 

8.  Valerian flower juice is sprayed over and/or inserted into the compost 
9. Common Horsetail made either as a fresh tea or as a fermented liquid manure is applied either to the 

vines (in this case usually as a tea) or to the soil (in this case usually as a liquid manure) 
 

Significance 
 
Yarrow preparation is connected to the potassium and sulfur processes of the soil and helps draw in 
substances, finely distributed in the atmosphere and beyond to replenish a soil grown tired through many 
years of cultivation. 
 
Chamomile preparation is connected with living calcium processes and helps to stabilize plant nutrients, 
dampen down excessive fermentation and invigorate plant growth. 
 
Stinging Nettle preparation has a relationship to iron, develops sensitivity in the soil and helps to stabilize 
nitrogen. 
 
Oak Bark preparation with its calcium rich nature helps to ward off so called plant diseases and fungal 
attacks. 
 
Dandelion preparation is connected with living silica processes, activates light influences in the soil and 
enables the interrelationships of nature to become fully effective. 
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Valerian preparation has a strong affinity to the activity of phosphorous and provides a warmth blanket to 
the compost heap. 
 
Horn Manure is sprayed towards evening directly on the soil prior to sowing and planting. It encourages 
healthy root growth, vitalizes the soil and helps the plant find what it needs from the soil. 
 
Horn Silica is sprayed as a fine mist directly on the growing plant early in the morning. It helps to 
stabilize plant metabolism and enhance the qualitative development of the crop. 
 

Our commitment to biodynamic  
 
Boisset Collection began organic farming in earnest in 1994, and continued to implement rigorous 
organic methods at each new vineyard that became a part of Boisset Collection. Today, all of the family’s 
estates throughout France, Canada, and California are certified organic or are on the path to achieving 
certification -- a journey of at least three years of uninterrupted natural practices. 
 
Domaine de la Vougeraie has, since 2004, gone further for the cultivation of its Grand Cru and Premier 
Cru vineyards, which adhere to rigorous biodynamic practices. DeLoach Vineyards has followed suit, 
introducing biodynamic practices for the winery’s 17 acres of estate vineyards.  Per the guidelines of 
biodynamics, we are as attentive to the other aspects of our property and the community as we are to our 
vines. We maintain and encourage biodiversity on the winery estate with chickens, a thriving bee hive, 
and a diverse vegetable and herb garden that includes the medicinal plants we use in the compost 
preparations such as yarrow, chamomile and dandelion.  In the holistic spirit of biodynamics, we will also 
continue to cultivate a sense of community with our neighbors, growers, and natural surroundings. 
 
In the spirit of biodynamics, the Boisset family is as attentive to all the essential aspects of terroir, 
including the soil, the climate, and importantly, the people and their passion, as it is to the vineyards. This 
means maintaining and encouraging biodiversity on the winery estates, giving back to nature through 
local organizations that protect and preserve it for future generations, and in the holistic spirit of 
biodynamics, cultivating a sense of community with our neighbors, growers, and partners. 
 

California Wine Regions  
 
Location! Location! Location! 
 

Why is the region important? 
 
The wine region is very important to the wine industry for several reasons: 
 
• Grape vines are sensitive to their environment, and may not produce any fruit if it’s not in the right 

location 
 
• The composition of soil, elevation, hillside or valley floor, and climate influence the productivity, 

aromas, and even alcohol levels 
 
• The region helps consumers get clues as to what the wine will taste like before they even taste it  
 
In our Boisset Collection portfolio, the majority of our vineyards are growing in the most recognizable 
wine regions: Sonoma, Napa and Monterey.  We are lucky to have available wine from Boisset 
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Collection, which are imported from Burgundy, France.  Napa and Sonoma County is where a large part 
of our production is located, as well as the physical location of the tasting rooms.   
 
We will highlight regions in our California wine portfolio with snapshots of other notable regions in this 
training series. 
 

American Viticulture Areas 
 
American Viticulture Areas, or AVAs, are designated wine grape-growing regions located in the United 
Sates based on geographical characteristics.  The approval of these areas are done through the Tobacco 
Tax and Trade Bureau (TTB) and the United States Department of the Treasury after a request from 
wineries or petitioners is reviewed. 
 
As of 2010, there were 198 AVA in the US but for a specific AVA to be posted on the wine label, at least 
85% of the grapes must be grown within the AVA.  A vineyard may be located in more than one AVA.  
Santa Clara AVA and Livermore AVA, for example, are within the territory of the San Francisco Bay 
AVA which is then located within the Central Coast AVA.  If the wine is a mix of multiple AVAs, the 
winery will post the larger AVA. 
 

Sonoma County 
 
Sonoma County and its sub-AVAs are rich in California wine history.  Vineyards date back to 1812 in 
Fort Ross when California still belonged to Mexico.  Agoston Haraszthy, the Count of Buena Vista, was a 
pioneer of Sonoma wines after he brought back from Europe about 100,000 premium grape vine cuttings 
and began to lay to groundwork for a world-class wine region.   
 
There are over 1,100 grape growers with over 60,300 acres of grapes (according to Sonoma County 
Office of Agricultural Commissioner) boasting 13 unique AVAs.  As of 2007, there are over 250 bonded 
wineries.  
 
Sonoma County the largest wine producing region in California, greatly out producing Napa County.  The 
most common varieties planted are Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, and Pinot Noir, though the area is 
also known for its Merlot and Zinfandel. 
 
The hills, valley’s, the sections of volcanic soils, its proximity to the Pacific Ocean and the Russian River 
make this area unique from its neighboring wine regions.  The warm days and cool nights punctuated by 
cool breezes from the ocean and creeping fog help make this area ideal grapes that need an escape from 
the heat. This allows the grapes a longer growing time on the vine resulting in more sugar, fruit flavor and 
color in the grape. 
 
13 Sonoma County AVAs 
 
Alexander Valley 
Bennett Valley 
Chalk Hill 
Dry Creek Valley 
Green Valley of Russian River Valley 
Knights Valley 
Los Carneros 
Northern Sonoma 
Rockpile 
Russian River Valley 
Sonoma Coast 
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Sonoma Valley 
Sonoma Mountain 
 

 
http://www.sonomawinegrape.org/growing-regions 
 
 

Napa County 
 
The combination of Mediterranean climate and geology of the region are conducive to growing quality 
wine grapes.  A long history of growing grapes in this northern part of California started when John 
Patchett established Napa Valley's first commercial vineyard in 1858.  Declines in the number of wineries 
and growers as a result of phylloxera, prohibition and The Great Depression delayed Napa’s rise as a 
premium wine region which started in the 1960s.   
 
The valley floor is flanked by the Mayacamas Mountain Range on the western and northern sides the 
Vaca Mountains on the eastern side.  Several smaller valleys exist within these two ranges.  The floor of 
the main valley gradually rises from sea level at the southern end to 362 feet (110 m) above sea level at 
the northern end in Calistoga at the foot of Mount Saint Helena.  The Oakville and Rutherford are within 
a geographical area known as the Rutherford Bench in the center of the valley floor.  
 
The soil in the southern end of the valley consists mainly of sediments deposited from the San Pablo Bay.  
The soil at the northern end of the valley contains a large volume of volcanic lava and ash.  Several of the 
small hills that emerge from the middle of the valley floor near Yountville are indicators of the region's 
volcanic past.  There are over 30 different types of soil coming from alluvial, volcanic, and oceanic 
origin. 

The average price for an acre 
of land in Napa County is 
$100,000.   

 

 

 

   

http://www.sonomawinegrape.org/growing-regions
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Napa is not a very large geographical region but it is home to about 43,000 acres of vineyards, over 450 
wineries, and about 4.5 million wine tourists a year.  The most planted varietals are Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Merlot and Zinfandel.  
 
Sunny days give Napa’s grape varieties ample time to ripen, while the cooling effect of nighttime marine 
fog lets them retain excellent acidity.  The lush, jammy attributes of Napa fruit are evident in the Cabernet 
Sauvignon and Merlot and the Chardonnay gets its rich notes of baked apples from the warm-climate. 
 
15 Napa AVAs 
 
Atlas Peak 
Calistoga 
Chiles Valley 
Diamond Valley District 
Howell Mountain 
Los Carneros 
Mt. Veeder 
Oak Knoll District 
Oakville 
Rutherford 
Spring Mountain 
St. Helena 
Stags Leap District 
Wild Horse Valley 
Yountville 
 

 
http://napavintners.com/downloads/Napa_Valley_Appelation_Map.pdf 
 

http://napavintners.com/downloads/Napa_Valley_Appelation_Map.pdf
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Central Coast 
 
California’s Central Coast AVA covers a vast area, including 30 sub-AVA’s.  Stretching down the Pacific 
Coast for 250 miles from San Francisco Bay to Santa Barbara, the region produces 15% of California’s 
wine grapes and is home to more than 350 wineries.  The area’s ocean influence and unusual 
configuration of bays, mountains and valleys create a variety of growing conditions.  Early morning fog, 
warm days and cool nights are the norm over much of the region. 
 
Boisset Collection has recently acquired Lockwood Vineyards located 
in Monterey County.  The Monterey AVA is a large sub-AVA within 
the Central Coast AVA.  It runs roughly 100 miles from its northern 
point, north of Monterey Bay to its southern point right before Paso 
Robles County.  Approximately 40,000 acres of wine grapes are 
currently cultivated in the Monterey AVA. 
 
The Monterey AVA includes Carmel Valley and the Salinas Valley, and also contains five smaller AVAs 
like Santa Lucia Highlands which is famous for Pinot Noir.  The northern portion is a cool growing 
region and known to have a very long growing season.  Daytime temperatures rarely exceed 75 °F (24 °C) 
in most parts of the region, although the southern part of the Monterey AVA reaches 95-100 degrees 
during the summer days.   
 
Alluvial, porous, granite and limestone rich-perfect for grapevines.  Over 80% of the vineyards are 
composed of eight, optimal soil types: 
 
Oceano Loamy Sand, Lockwood Shaly Loam, Chualar Loam, Garey Sandy Loam, Arroyo Seco Gravelly 
Sandy Loam, Rincon Clay Loam and Placentia Sandy Loam 
 
Another key element to making Monterey County and the Central Coast such a unique and successful 
region for vineyards is its ocean view!  The Monterey Bay, or Blue Grand Canyon, is basically as deep 
and wide as the Grand Canyon in Arizona and its close proximity to the vineyards are very unique.  The 
deep marine canyon helps to regulate the temperatures year around creating a long growing season and 
the ability for 42 different varietals to flourish. 
 
Over 50% of the grapes grown in the Monterey AVA are chardonnay.  In the northern area, Riesling and 
Pinot Noir are popular, while in the South, Cabernet, Merlot, Malbec, Cabernet Franc, Syrah and a 
diverse range of other varietals are grown. 
 

http://montereywines.org/monterey-vineyards/appellations/ 

There are about 40,000 acres of 
wine grapes currently cultivated 
in Monterey County. 

 

 

 

   

http://montereywines.org/monterey-vineyards/appellations/
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The 4 S’s of Wine Tasting  
 
“A person with increasing knowledge and sensory education may derive infinite 
enjoyment from Wine.”  Ernest Hemingway.  
 
Why is it important? 
 
The process of tasting wine can come across to some as intimidating because it is not understood WHY 
analyzing the wine is so important or WHAT they should be looking for and even HOW to look for these 
wine nuances.   
 
Think of analyzing wine this way, when you go to an art gallery you are not just glancing at a painting; 
you are looking at someone’s craft, noticing the brush strokes, colors, whether it’s done in oil, watercolor, 
or charcoal, is it modern, neoclassical, or a portrait and how does all of that make you feel.  All of these 
understandings help you determine if you enjoy the piece of art or not.  They also help you to determine 
the monetary value.  The same goes for wine.  The winemaker, or artist, has a plethora of tools to change 
and interpret the wine and they have a goal in how the consumer will be enjoying what they have created.   
 
Learning how to analyze wine doesn’t necessarily mean you will like the wine more but it will mean you 
will have more of an experience! 
 

1.  SEE  
 
The “eye” of the wine can give you many clues into what to expect when your tasting it.  Looking at the 
color of the wine can tell you a lot, like: 
 
• The wines age 
• How the wine was aged 
• Fermentation techniques and varietal 
• Alcohol content 
 
We can see a full range of colors in wine, and each person’s interpretation may vary a little.  The color of 
the wine may also start out in one shade when its first fermented and change by several shades from the 
aging process.  
 
Common color descriptors: 
 
White 
Pale Yellow 
Straw Yellow 
Yellow-Gold 
Gold 
Old gold 
Honey 
Chestnut 
 
Red 
Pink 
Reddish orange 
Ruby 

Starting you tasting with the 4 S’s of 
wine tasting is a great way to teach your 
guests something they may not already 
know. It also to sets the stage where 
you are the wine guide just like in a 
tasting room. 
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Red 
Brick red 
Reddish Brown 
Garnet  
 
Here are some key attributes you can deduce when looking at the color: 
 
• As white wine gets older, it gets darker; Red wine does the opposite, it gets lighter with age 
 
• When a wine ages in oak (new & newer oak) that will also add to the color 
 
• Since red wines get their color from the skins, not the juice, you can get some clues as to what varietal 

was used 
 
• Wines that show in shades of pink, often called Rosé, were fermented with minimal skin contact during 

fermentation to extract some of the color and most likely none of the tannins 
 
• The degree of opaqueness and turbidity can give clues on the mouthfeel; whether it will taste thin, 

heave, smooth, or rustic 
 
 

2.  SWIRL 
 

To get a good impression of what you plan to smell it is wise to swirl the wine in your glass.  Swirl it for 
about 10-15 seconds and this will allow the natural aromas to be released and a small amount of the 
alcohol to become vaporized. 
 
Practice safe swirling! If your guests are novices to the swirl technique have them set their glass on a 
smooth flat surface and move in circular motion.  Also, encourage them to only practice their swirl with a 
small amount of wine in their glass.  
 
As the wine slides down the sides of your glass, you will notice the legs of the wine.  This term is 
describing the viscosity of the wine.  If the wine is 
high in alcohol, the wine will move more slowly 
down the sides of the glass.  When the legs move 
very quickly it is an indication of lower alcohol 
levels.  The movement of legs does not indicate if the 
wine is good or bad - it is simply a difference. 
 
Wines higher in alcohol tend to pair better with 
foods higher in fat content and lighter ones with 
leaner foods. 
 
 
 

3.   SNIFF 
  
The “nose” of the wine is really a component to tasting that should not be missed.  Your nose has the 
capability to detect about 10,000 nuances where your taste is limited to sweet, salty, bitter, or sour.  
Smelling wine, like smelling a meal, will conjure memories stored and reference them for comparison.  
This is what makes smelling wine a very personal experience; one person may be able to easy recognize 

About 80% of your ability taste comes from your 
sense of smell.  Most of your tasting notes will have 
aroma descriptions but feel free to expand and 
encourage your guests to do so to.  There is no 
wrong answer! 

 

 

 

   



 

25 

violets because they love to garden and the person next to them may not recognize that at all but can pick 
up cinnamon because they use that spice often. 
 
The primary aromas come from the grape varietal and the secondary aroma is derived from the 
fermentation, alcohol and aging processes. 
 
There is a little trick to talking about your sense of smell - your memory! If you can remember these main 
characteristics and combine that with practice your wine 
sniffing vocabulary will grow. 
 
One way to build your memory of smells is to stop and smell 
the roses...and the cinnamon, lettuce, leather, white pepper and 
gooseberry jam!    
 

 
 
4.  SIP 
  
Your palate is very unique and just like with your sense of smell, you may not notice the same sensations 
as someone else - and you may notice elements in the wine that others don’t.     
 
Take a small amount of wine and swish it around your mouth.  While the wine is resting on your tongue, 
pucker up and breath in a slow stream of air.  This process will continue to aerate the wine and give it a 
chance to coat your palate. 
 
Notice if you feel stronger sensations on the tip of your tongue, sides or far end.  Does the wine make 
your mouth feel dry or does it start to salivate?  These are all clues to tell you if the sugar, acid and tannin 
are in balance to your personal preference. 
 
You want to notice if the wine leaves any texture and does the wine seem to linger for a long or a short 
period of time.  Does it seem to take up all the space in your mouth or does the finish dissipate quickly?  
This will help you to describe the body of the wine.   
 
The majority of what you taste came from your sense of smell but actually tasting does give you some 
great enjoyment, along with lots of education.  Your palate recognize four main categories of taste:  
 
Sweet: the first sensation your mouth would recognize, at the time of your tongue (often confused with a 
fruity smell which does not guarantee a sweet taste).  Sweetness found on the palate is due to the residual 
sugar leftover from fermentation.  Many sweet wines compliment spicy foods. 
 
Sour: giving you a puckering sensation, most people will notice this on the sides of their palate.  This is 
more common in white wines and tends to soften with a couple years of bottle aging.  These wines can 
complement salty foods 
 
Bitter: the tannins in wine can give people a bitter sensation which in many cases is actually enjoyable 
and for others not so enjoyable.  Tannins are found in the skins the juice is fermented with (to extract 
color and also tannins) they are also extracted from newer oak barrels.  The strength of tannin can be 
described like coffee, some people like a mild, medium of dark roast and that will change the tannin 
levels.  
 
Salt: no salt in wine 

The body of the wine can be compared 
to milk: non-fat, 2% and whole milk is 
like light, medium or full-bodied wine. 
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5.  BONUS ‘S’ - SALUTE 
 
Let’s raise a glass to our bonus 5th S... Salute!  
 
 

Aroma Wheel: 
 

 
 
 

http://www.aromaster.com/sites/default/files/winearomawheel.jpg 
 
 
 
 

http://www.aromaster.com/sites/default/files/winearomawheel.jpg
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Glossary of Wine Terms 
 
Acidity: Naturally occurs in the wine grapes and plays an important role in a wine’s color and structure.  
Often described as the tart and sour attributes of the wine. 
 
AVA: American Viticulture Area.  Legally designated area with unique soil, topography, and weather 
used for growing wine grapes. 
 
Angel’s Share: The evaporated wine from the barrels during the cellar aging process. 
 
Appellation: The legally defined geographical area used to identify where the grapes for a wine were 
grown.  To be labeled as a specific appellation, at least 85% of the grapes must come from that area. 
 
Aroma: In general, a wine’s “aroma,” or “nose,” is the smell of the wine in the glass and is a key 
component of the wine tasting.  
 
Astringent: A tasting note prevalent in highly tannic wines, represented by harsh bitterness and a dry 
mouth feel. 
 
Balance: A favorable term used in tasting, denoting a balance of alcohol, sugar, tannin, acids, and weight 
offering a balance of flavor. 
 
Bitter: Sensation on the back of your tongue that is notably bitter, caused by tannins. 
 
Body: The weight of the wine on the palate.  Classified as light, medium or full-bodied. 
 
Bouquet: Denoting complex aromas - specifically in aged wines. 
  
Breathing: Oxygen entering wine, allowing it to "open-up" and soften. 
 
Brut: French term used to describe dry champagnes (also used for sparkling wines.) 
  
Bung: The plug that seals the opening of a wine barrel. 
 
Brix: Measure of sugar density within the grape. 
 
Bud break: the new cane shoots that emerge early spring. 
 
Grafting: To unite (a shoot or scion) with a growing plant by insertion or by placing in close contact. 
 
Clones: A genetically uniform group of individuals derived originally from a single individual by asexual 
propagation (cuttings, grafting, etc.).   
 
Cooper: A person who makes wine barrels for a living. 
 
Cordon: Arms that extend from the trunk and will eventually bare the cane shoots and rest of canopy and 
grapes. 
 
Decanting: The process of slowly inviting air into a decanter while separating sediment from the wine.  
Especially important for older wine. 
 
Dry farm: A vineyard practice were no watering is done. 
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Enology: The science and study of wine and winemaking. 
 
Fermentation: Occurs when yeast is added to the pressed grapes, turning natural sugars into alcohol. 
 
Fining: Adding a fining agent which will bind suspended particles. 
 
Finish: The mouth feel and flavors that remain after swallowing a sip of wine. 
 
Filtering: Passing wine through a medium with holes that trap solids. 
 
Floraison: Flowering in the beginning stages of the growing season of the vine 
 
Fortified Wine: Wine that has had alcohol added (usually brandy) to it to prevent fermentation by killing 
the yeast and leaving the residual sugar.  
 
Free run: Juices pressed naturally from the weight of the grapes (similar to extra-virgin olive oil). 
 
Juice: Pressed grapes without any of the skins or seeds; used to make white wines. 
 
Late Harvest: Wine produced from grapes that are left on the vine longer, inviting higher sugar content.  
Often a practice used to produce dessert and late harvest Rieslings, etc. 
 
Legs: The streams of wine that surround the basin of the glass after swirling. 
 
Must: Juice mixed with skins and seeds; used to make red or rosé wines. 
 
 
Malolactic Fermentation: A bacterial fermentation which converts malic acid to lactic acid. 
 
Neutral Oak: Barrels that have been used for several vintages and no longer impart any characteristics. 
 
New World Wines: Coming from the U.S., Australia and New Zealand, South Africa and South 
America; focusing on the new science of wine making and production techniques of modern winemakers. 
 
Noble Rot (Botrytis): Mold that breaks through grape skins and causes dehydration, causing an 
exceptionally high sugar content - a necessary occurrence in dessert wines. 
 
Old World Wines: Coming from Africa, Europe and the Mediterranean; regions with long history of 
wine production...emphasizing the role of terroir and acknowledging the historical methods of wine 
production. 
 
Oxidation: Wines exposure to oxygen - causing a chemical change resulting in stale, rotten flavors and 
colors when over oxidized.  Very small amounts are desired during cellar aging. 
 
Residual Sugar: Natural sugar remaining after second fermentation because it wasn't converted into 
alcohol.  This is sometimes done intentionally in small amounts to add balance to a wine.   
 
Rootstock: A plant onto which another plant is grafted. 
 
Saccharomyces: Most commonly used commercial yeast. 
 
Scion: A detached shoot or twig with buds detached for the purpose of grafting. 
 
Sur Lie: When the wine ages in contact with the yeast solids leftover from fermentation. 
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Tannin: A natural compound found in the skins, seeds, and stems of grapes which tend to add a bitter 
flavor to red wines.  High tannin can cause the mouth to dry out or pucker but also tend to age longer. 
 
Terroir: An extremely complex and very important subject pertaining to wine - terroir denotes how 
numerous environmental factors -such as region, soil quality, air temperature, humidity levels, etc. - effect 
the flavor qualities of the final product. 
 
Varietal: Single variety of grape, e.g., cabernet franc, pinot noir. 
 
Verasion: The process where grape skins change color. 
 
Viticulture: The science, production and study of grapes. 
 
Vitis Vinifera: Over 99% of the world's wine comes from this species of grape.  Not the same genus 
species as the common table grape. 
 
Vintage: The year the wine is bottled as well as the yield gathered from a single vineyard during one 
season. 
 
Wild yeast: Natural yeast found in the vineyard. 
 
Yeast: A microorganism that as added to the process to convert grape sugars into alcohol.  Yeast is 
produced commercially. 
 
Yield: The quantity of grapes produced in a vineyard in a calendar year. 
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