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For Mom, who’s always made me believe that I could achieve anything. And for Dad, who loved to laugh and inspired me to think outside the box.










Introduction Raise your hand if you’ve ever felt personally victimized by a wine nerd.





You know what I’m talking about. You’re out to dinner, looking to order a glass, or picking something up at the bottle shop, and the wine nerd chirps, “A dry white? This Chablis is super lean, with screaming acidity and a powerful mineral core—like a lemon orchard and a quarry had a love child!”

Or “This Nebbiolo is in such a great spot right now, positively singing, with aromatics jumping out of the glass. Great structure, grippy tannins, with bright, juicy fruit to balance it out.”

You say, “Oh, wow, amazing, sounds great!” But inside you’re thinking “Whaaaat did I just sign up to drink?”

As one of the offenders, I promise you we’re not trying to alienate you (or complicate things or exclude you) when we slip into our sommspeak Parseltongue. But I understand how it can have that effect. I’ll be honest: When I dumb-lucked my way into my first wine gig, I had only a shoestring’s worth of wine knowledge and certainly was not fluent in the lingo.

The words used to capture and communicate what’s going on in the glass is a language unto itself. It’s complicated, often ridiculous sounding, ever evolving, charged with emotion, and highly subjective. If you’re not familiar with it, trying to get at its meaning and really talk about wine—what you’re smelling and tasting, how it feels in your mouth, what you like and don’t like—can be super intimidating. Or worse: It can make you feel stupid. And that really, truly bums me out. Because at the core, drinking and sharing and talking wine are supposed to be fun.

I was incredibly lucky that the place where I got my start in the industry was devoted to making wine less intimidating and more accessible. In a landscape that can all too often feel exclusionary and pretentious and breed impostor syndrome, I think it’s an important perspective to continue to promote—especially if you want to get new people into wine.

That probably explains why, back in 2015 while tipsily studying for my Certified Sommelier exam, I thought it would be funny to take a wine-tasting note, turn it into a cartoon, and then share it on Instagram. That note was “Never thought I’d see so many roses in one room.” I wasn’t familiar with the Piedmontese red it was referring to, but with those few words I felt I got it. I could see it. In that moment, it dawned on me just how visually evocative winespeak is and that maybe something as approachable as my simple little doodle could help people become more comfortable with it—or, at the very least, give them a laugh. I wanted to show that wine doesn’t have to be so hoity-toity and that wine nerds can indeed have a sense of humor. So that was how @Freshcutgardenhose was born.

Initially when I hunted for tasting notes to draw, I’d always go for the wildest, most roll-your-eyes “Who talks like that?” kind of thing. Like “Riding in a giant seashell along a hot sandy beach next to water of stone fruit and tropical music.” But as I continued on in my professional journey, which has included everything from running restaurant wine programs to working in retail shops and tasting rooms, I noticed that what I had become accustomed to as everyday winespeak worked as @Freshcutgardenhose fodder, too. And not just for laughs. Maybe those cartoons could actually help make winespeak easier to understand. And that was where this book, How to Sound Wine Smart, came from.

My goal for this book is simple: to give you a one-of-a-kind visual glossary that makes learning how to “speak wine” as entertaining as drinking wine is.

This is not a Wine 101 book. There are already countless great ones out there, and I encourage you to read them as your quest for wine knowledge inspires you to do so. But I’ve noticed that because the 101s have so much else to cover, they don’t usually have the space to deep dive into the lexicon of wine lingo. We’ll cover everything from what to say when you take your first big whiff to when you recognize that something might not quite be right and everything in between.

Before we dive in, a quick note on how this book is organized. We’ll start off with some must-know basics—most important, how to taste wine and why each step of the process matters. Then we’ll get into the vocabulary lessons. (I use the term “lessons” loosely, because the last thing I want is for this to feel like a textbook.) I’ve divided the lingo into chapters, more or less following the order of how you’d use them when tasting:


	First impressions and conversation starters

	Aroma

	Flavor

	Acidity

	Texture and mouthfeel

	Condition

	Personality

	Faults and flaws



For each term, an example sentence is provided for inspiration. Sprinkled throughout, you’ll also find “Keep Pouring” sections for deeper dives into topics related to the lingo, as well as drinking games to put your knowledge to practical (read: good!) use.

So there you have it. I hope you find this book useful and learn a thing or two, and I hope you have a good time doing it. I hope you will want to come back and reference it time and again when you’re enjoying a bottle and working through what you’re tasting and how to describe it. We’re going to cover a lot of ground here and maybe you won’t remember everything, and that’s okay. This is one example I can think of where practicing is fun! I hope it makes you feel, as I did when I first started, that wine can indeed be less intimidating, more accessible, and more enjoyable.

Remember, too, that so much of winespeak is subjective. There is no one “right way” to do it. Use this book to help you start to find your style. Take from it what speaks to you.

More than anything, I hope this book makes you want to pick up a glass and smile.





1 Pre-Gaming Before We Get to Tasting Notes, Some Notes on Tasting






Before we get to the important business of helping you sound as though you know what you’re talking about when you’re describing wine, we need to address some basics about tasting wine. Most important are the standard techniques for how to do it and why each step matters. We’ll also go over some glassware good-to-knows, cover the main flavor categories and where they come from, and talk about what some of that info on a wine label means. Let’s get this party started.






HOW TO TASTE A GLASS OF WINE


STEP 1: LOOK AT IT.

Before getting to the fun bit, the sampling, give the wine in your glass a good visual once-over. Preferably, you should be somewhere well lit, angling the glass away from you over a white surface for maximum visibility of color hue and density. I know, I know, life teaches us that we shouldn’t judge based on appearances, but when it comes to wine, how it looks can provide a lot of useful clues.


Color.

This can help answer questions such as:

“What grape(s) is it made from?” Different grapes naturally have different pigmentation and skin thickness, which will have an impact on the color of the wine they produce. Pinot Noir, for example, is a thin-skinned grape with less pigmentation that generally produces a wine that’s light red in color. It will never look the same as Malbec, which is thick skinned and highly pigmented and produces wine with a vibrant, dark purplish hue. (See page 15 to get an idea of some general color categories and which varieties tend to fall under them.)

Just so we start on the same page: The juice from any grape variety—red or white—is clear. Red wine is red because the pigmented grape skins are macerated with the juice. White wines are white because the juice is pressed off of the skins. If the juice from white grapes is macerated with the skins, orange (aka skin-contact) wine is produced. Rosé can be made in a few different ways, but often it’s done by letting the juice from red grapes spend just a short time macerating on the skins. Make sense?

[image: A stick figure in a backwards cap holds a wine glass while dripping paint from a brush into a can, thoughtfully inspecting the wine.]
[image: Pale Straw wine color swatch with very light yellow with faint green hints.]
Pale Straw

Pinot Grigio, Vinho Verde, Muscadet

[image: Medium Lemon Yellow wine color swatch with bright yellow with fresh citrus tones.]
Medium Lemon Yellow

Sauvignon Blanc, Grüner Veltliner, Riesling

[image: Golden wine color swatch with rich a yellow-gold appearance.]
Golden

Oak-aged Chardonnay, Marsanne, Viognier

[image: Pale Ruby wine color swatch with a light translucent red with vibrant youthful tones.]
Pale Ruby

Pinot Noir, Gamay, Frappato, Nebbiolo (young)

[image: Medium Red-Garnet wine color swatch with balanced red with garnet hues.]
Medium Red-Garnet

Sangiovese, Merlot, Tempranillo

[image: Medium-Deep Purple wine color swatch with deep red-purple appearance with concentrated pigments.]
Medium-Deep Purple

Syrah, Malbec, Mourvèdre

[image: A stick figure wearing a beret holds a palette and dripping paintbrush over an empty bottle.]
[image: An elderly stick figure raises a wine bottle for inspection beside a paint can and stir stick.]
[image: Aged White wine color swatch with deeper yellow with a brownish-yellow rim.]
Aged White

Dark brownish-yellow at rim

[image: Aged Red wine color swatch with softened red-orange appearance with a reddish-brown rim.]
Aged Red

More pale, orangey, reddish-brown at rim

“How old is it?” White wines get darker and more golden brown as they age, whereas red wines get lighter and more orangey. Look for this color variation at the rim edge of the wine in your glass—the perimeter of the liquid that, as you’re angling the glass, would be coming closest to spilling out.

“How was it made/What’s the style like?” A white wine that’s been aged in oak, for instance, will likely have a deeper, more golden color than one aged in stainless steel because it has been exposed to gentle oxidation. Speaking about style, a red that’s lighter and more translucent is usually an indication that it will be lighter bodied and lower alcohol.



Clarity.

Whether a wine is clear or cloudy can also give an indication of how it was made.







KEEP POURING Filtered vs. Unfiltered Wine

Wine is made when yeast and sugar (i.e., unfermented grape juice) is converted into alcohol and carbon dioxide (CO2). When you hear someone say that a wine is “filtered,” it just means that the spent yeast particles left over from fermentation (called “lees”) and bacteria have been removed. Usually this is done by passing the wine through, you guessed it, some kind of filter. Why is most wine given the Brita treatment? Aesthetics, for one, but also because there’s always the risk that leaving some bacteria in the wine can cause it to go off in some way. So in that sense, filtered wines are considered to be more stable.

Of course, those who stand on the other side of the fence would tell you that this stability comes at a price; that the conventional large-scale techniques for filtering and fining can dull and homogenize a wine.

The gray area is that not all unfiltered wines are cloudy. In many cases, a winemaker will allow the lees to settle at the bottom of the fermentation vessel so that the wine can be siphoned off, a process called “racking.” It’s kind of like straining a broth, where you get rid of the bones and pieces of aromatics and save the clear liquid.

Ultimately, how unfiltered an unfiltered wine is comes down to the discretion of the winemaker and what fits their philosophical and stylistic goals.





CLEAR

This is when you look at the wine in your glass and don’t see any particles floating in it. It’s transparent. Expect to see this the majority of the time, as most wines are filtered and fined (no, not like a parking ticket; it’s a clarification process that removes molecules that could negatively impact the wine’s flavor and aroma).

Although common practice among professionals to say when blind tasting—aka, when you try to guess what a wine is by looking at and tasting it—it’s not something you really need to call out. It’s just worth taking note of.

[image: A stick figure lounging at the bottom of a giant wine glass beneath a sun and birds.]




CLOUDY

When you observe the liquid in the glass and it looks like your kitchen after an Oh, #$*@#! I totally forgot there was something in the oven!! moment. Hazy.

If you see this, you’re definitely drinking an unfiltered wine. And chances are, it’s a “natural” or “low-intervention” wine. That’s because those who practice this style of winemaking believe that commercial methods of filtering and fining can strip away some of a wine’s character and uniqueness. (Not to make things too confusing, but it’s important to note that not all natural wines are cloudy, because not all unfiltered wines are cloudy. So if you come across a natural wine that’s clear, don’t be alarmed; that doesn’t mean it’s fake news.)

Cloudy wines are a lot less common than clear wines, so pointing it out in a tasting note makes sense. Mostly, think of it as a visual clue as to the style of the wine and winemaking philosophy of the producer.

[image: A stick figure relaxes at the bottom of a giant wine glass filled with clouds.]




STEP 2: SMELL IT.

Hold your glass up to your nose and give the wine a quick whiff. Then give the wine a swirl and stick your nose back in there, taking a big sniff this time. No, the swirl is not just for show. The contact with air that it creates is crucial to activating and opening up the wine’s aromas, like waking up a genie in a bottle. Repeat this process as you please. When it comes to a wine’s flavor, aroma delivers the biggest payload, so don’t be shy about sniffing.

What are you smelling? Fruit? If so, what kind: red or black; tree fruit or citrus or tropical; fresh or dried? Or are you sensing more earthy flavors, such as vegetables, herbs, or tar? How about something savory, such as coffee grounds, spices, or toast? Maybe there’s more minerality—it reminds you of something rock-ish—like wet stone or seashell. (I’ll come back to these terms throughout the book, so don’t worry if they’re not clicking quite yet.)

It’s easy to feel overwhelmed when you’re hunting for aromas in the glass because the realm of possibilities is so vast—that and you’re probably just not used to trying to identify smells on command. Familiarizing yourself with the main categories of wine’s aromas and flavors will give you a baseline idea of what to look for. But please, remember that this is a highly personal and subjective game, so don’t ever be shy about calling out references that are unique and specific to your taste memories.


Note: If there are any faults or flaws in the wine, you’ll likely pick up on them during this step. So keep a nostril out for any wonky smells, too; e.g., wet dog and cardboard if it’s corked.






KEEP POURING Where Do a Wine’s Aromas & Flavors Come From?

Wine aromas and flavors can be broken down into three categories: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary aromas and flavors originate from the grape varietal and the vineyard environment; secondary aromas and flavors are a product of what happens during the winemaking process and the winemaker’s influence, such as fermentation and aging vessel choices; and tertiary aromas and flavors are what develop as a wine ages over time, in a barrel and/or in a bottle.

You can generally expect to find a combination of the categories represented in every glass, but of course the ratio will vary depending on things such as the style and age of the wine. A younger wine will exhibit more primary flavors, whereas an older, oak-aged wine will have you perceiving more secondary and tertiary flavors. The following is not a comprehensive list of every flavor you can find in each aroma/flavor category, but it will give you a jumping-off point!


PRIMARY AROMAS AND FLAVORS

Fruit


	Red: Strawberry, Cherry, Raspberry, Cranberry

	Black/Blue: Blackberry, Blueberry, Plum, Black Currant

	Citrus: Lemon, Lime, Grapefruit, Orange

	Orchard/Stone: Apple, Pear, Peach, Nectarine, Apricot

	Tropical: Pineapple, Mango, Lychee, Passion Fruit, Melon



Floral:


	Rose, Jasmine, Violet, Honeysuckle, Lavender, Chamomile



Green/Vegetal/Botanical:


	Herbs, Grass, Tomato, Bell Pepper, Pea, Fennel, Celery, Tea Leaf, Eucalyptus, Beet



Spice:


	Cinnamon, Peppercorn, Anise, Clove, Ginger, Cardamom, Saffron, Curry



Earth:


	Rock, Seashell, Chalk, Flint, Salt, Potting Soil, Tar, Slate, West Stone, Gravel




SECONDARY AROMAS AND FLAVORS


	Microbial: Brioche, Biscuit, Toast, Baked Bread, Cream, Yogurt, Butter, Buttered Popcorn

	Oak Aging: Vanilla, Baking Spices, Tobacco, Coconut, Dill



TERTIARY AROMAS AND FLAVORS

Aging: Dried Fruit, Caramel, Butterscotch, Coffee, Forest Floor, Mushroom, Tobacco, Honey, Nuts, Toast, Petrol, Leather, Truffle, Cured Meat

[image: Three wine glasses filled with different items from primary, secondary, and tertiary aromas and flavors, with stick figures beneath each glass.]




STEP 3: TASTE IT.

Take a sip. Finally! You’ve earned it. Give it a little swirl ’n’ swish around your mouth while taking in a teeny bit of air—as though you’re sucking on an invisible cocktail straw. Doing this helps pull the aromatic compounds into your retronasal passage, allowing the flavors to pop. What are you tasting? Are they the same flavors as you were smelling, or are some new ones peeking through? Does it feel as though there are lots of different flavors to talk about or only a couple? Do they leave a long, lasting impression or disappear quickly?

Aside from flavor, this is also the time to assess the wine’s essential components (and there are words associated with all of them, which will come up throughout the book). They include the following.


Acidity

Where does the wine fall on the sourness scale? You’ll notice the presence of acid on the sides of your tongue and because your mouth is literally watering.



Tannin

This is the thing (mostly in red wine) that is responsible for that drying-out-of-the-tongue-and-gums sensation. It’s also what gives a wine a bitter taste, which you’ll notice at the back of your palate.




Alcohol

More than just the thing that makes this a 21+ beverage, it’s what gives your wine its body-ody-ody. Lower-alcohol wines will be lighter weight, whereas higher-alcohol wines will feel richer and heavier and can also leave you with a burning-at-the-back-of-your-throat sensation.



Texture

Does it feel lean and chiseled on your palate, or is it more round and fleshy? Or somewhere in between? Or, if it’s a sparkling, what are the bubbles like? Pinprick sharp or fatter and frothier?



Sugar

There are sweet wines and dry wines, and wines that fall somewhere in between. Whatever your feelings about each of them are, the fact of the matter is, you cannot make wine without sugar. Sugar (in the form of unfermented grape juice) + yeast = alcohol + CO2. For the most part, the natural sugar is converted to alcohol through the fermentation process, leaving a dry wine. When some of the sugar is left in and not converted to alcohol, it produces a semisweet or sweet wine. If you taste sweetness, it’ll most likely be on the tip of your tongue.

As far as tasting note terms related to these components are concerned, here are a few key ones that have to do with a wine’s sugar content.






DRY

This one is easy peasy; it’s the wine drinker’s way of saying “not sweet.”

Get used to using this word a lot. Like, a lot a lot. Basically all the time. Because the overwhelming majority of wines—pretty much all reds, and most whites, rosés, and sparklings—are made in a dry style.

Look for clues on the label. Some wines that are commonly made in a range of sweetness levels will note on the label if the wine is made in a dry style. For German Rieslings, look for the word Trocken. For a Chenin Blanc from Vouvray in France’s Loire Valley, keep an eye out for the word sec.

Champagne has ’em, too, except, confusingly, dry/sec is not the least sweet style; that is brut nature.

For still whites and rosés that have no sweetness level designator on the label, here’s a relatively fail-safe trick: Check out the alcohol by volume (ABV) percentage. Generally, anything at or above 12 to 12.5 percent will be dry.

[image: A skeleton relaxes on cracked desert ground holding a glass of wine, with a cactus, tumbleweed, and sun.]




OFF DRY

This is how you would describe a wine that technically has a little sweetness to it. That is, a little residual sugar was left in the wine instead of being converted into alcohol. Think bittersweet chocolate chips versus unsweetened ones. This applies almost exclusively to white wines, usually in the 7 to 11 percent ABV range. A German Riesling labeled Kabinett is a perfect example.

[image: A stick figure dries itself with a towel inside a giant wine glass, spilling colorful candies and chocolates.]




SWEET

Please, please, for the love of all that is good and holy and wine professionals’ sanity everywhere, try to hold off from using this word unless you’re drinking a legit sweet wine or a dessert wine (more on that on page 30).

Here’s the thing, and it is understandably confusing: Just because a wine has the aroma or flavor of something we associate with being sweet—fruit, chocolate, honey, jam—that does not necessarily mean it tastes sweet. That’s your brain playing tricks on you (like when it made you think texting your ex after one too many glasses of wine was a good idea). Don’t get me wrong; wine can be suuuuper fruity or rich, but if it doesn’t have a certain level of residual sugar (18+ g/L), if sweetness isn’t hitting the tip of your tongue and lingering after you swallow, it’s technically not sweet wine. There are other words for that, including “fruit-forward,” “jammy,” and “fruit bomb.”

[image: A giant wine glass filled with colorful sweets contains a top-hatted figure holding a lollipop while another figure peers over the rim.]




KEEP POURING Wines That Technically Are Semisweet or Sweet

There are a few ways of making semisweet and sweet wines. The most common is to stop fermentation a bit early in the winemaking process, before the yeast has had a chance to convert most of the sugar into alcohol. This leaves a wine that has some residual sugar left in it; Kabinett and Auslese Riesling, demi-sec Chenin Blanc, demi-sec Champagne, and Moscato are great examples.

Wines made by having their fermentation process halted by the addition of a neutral grape spirit are called “fortified wines.” Think port, Madeira, and sherry. Adding the spirit increases the alcohol content of the wine, usually to about 17 percent, but when it’s added determines its final sweetness level.

Another way to go is to make wine from grapes that have naturally high sugar levels; that, for example, are picked later in the harvest so they’ve started to raisinate or have been infected with the (good!) mold botrytis, aka noble rot, which causes grapes to shrivel and their sugar levels to increase. Think Sauternes, Tokaji Aszù, and other wines labeled “late harvest.”

When you see any of the following wines in the wild, you can feel confident about commenting on their sweetness.


	Riesling, specifically at the Auslese or TBA (Trockenbeerenauslese) level

	Demi-sec Chenin Blanc

	Champagne, specifically labeled demi-sec or doux

	Moscato

	White Zinfandel

	Port

	Madeira

	Sherry, specifically cream, Moscatel, and Pedro Ximénez

	Sauternes

	Vin doux naturel

	Tokaji Aszú

	Ice wine



DRINKING GAME ALERT!


Dry vs. Sweet Wine

Pour a glass of a dry, Trocken German Riesling and a glass of a sweet, Auslese German Riesling. How do the aromas compare to the taste? The fruit aromas might be prominent in both, but on the palate the Auslese Riesling actually tastes sweet, like a super ripe piece of fruit, whereas the Trocken leans more toward sour citrus flavors. Take a sip of each one alternately. If you take a sip of the sweet one first, followed by a sip of the dry, you should notice that it makes the dry one taste even drier.






STEP 4: WHAT DO YOU THINK?

This is the last step, and it’s a short one because it’s simple. Whaddya think? You will have the answers here, not I. Did you like it? Want to drink more or buy it again? Yes? No? Why? Why not?

[image: A wine glass filled with red wine is scored by two stick figures holding judging cards marked 9.0 and 8.5.]
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