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Observe – This is best done in good light, above a white surface.  Tilt the glass to 45 degrees and look at the intensity and hue of the colour.  The best way to do this is by looking at the rim, where the nuances of the colour are easiest to observe.  Young, red wines tend to have a bluish-purple or intense, dark crimson colour.  As the wine ages, its colour develops into a less intense red, then to brick or reddish-brown, to orange and finally yellow.  Older reds also tend to lose their colour intensity, producing a broader and narrower rim.  With whites, the opposite is pretty much the case.  These tend to have a paler straw or golden hue when young, becoming more intense with age and changing into yellow, finally tending towards brown.  Swirl the glass around a few times and observe the droplets “legs” of the wine as they slide down against the glass.  The fatter and slower the droplets, the more alcoholic, or full-bodied the wine is likely to be and vice-versa.



	Smell – This is often called nosing the wine and accounts for about 70% of what we get from tasting a wine.  Tilt the glass, take a sniff and enjoy.  If anything immediately strikes you as odd, the wine could be faulty.  The most common faults are corked (produces a damp cardboard, old furniture, musty aroma), oxidised (wine smells like vinegar or sherry) and sulphur (wine smells of burnt matches).  Don’t be afraid to send a wine back at a restaurant if you detect a fault, but do discuss it with the waiter or sommelier before hand.  Swirl the glass a few times and take another sniff.  This increases the surface area of the wine in contact with the air, making the aromas more intense.  Try to recognise the aromas.  I find the best way to do this is by taking longer, deeper sniffs, swirling again from time to time.  However, you may find shorter, briefer sniffs works best for you.  Recognising and describing aromas is the most satisfying aspect of tasting, so take plenty of time over it.  These can be either primary or secondary.  Primary aromas derive from the components present in the grape at harvest and are usually fruity in style.  Secondary aromas develop as the wine ages in the bottle and tend to be more complex and diverse, ranging from earth, game, mushrooms, chocolate and leather to the smell of stables and forest floors!  At the bottom of this page are examples of commonly found aromas.



	Taste – This is the palate of the wine and comprises four basic tastes: sweet, sour, bitter and salty.   Take a generous sip and draw in some air through your teeth.  This helps to release the flavours and aromas in the wine.  The first thing to look for is the acidity.  This can be sensed on the sides of your tongue and causes your mouth to salivate.  If having red wine, look out for tannins.  This is the red pigment present in the skins of red wine grapes.  It causes astringency, the puckering sensation in the mouth you get when eating green bananas.  Tannins are often more present and intense in younger wines.  These then become smoother as they polymerise with age and settle in the bottom of the bottle.  Swallow the wine.  How long do the flavours and aromas (aftertaste) linger on for?  This is called the finish of the wine.  In general, better wines have longer, more intense finishes.


Appraisal

After tasting the wine, what are your general impressions?  Are the aromas plentiful, concentrated and interesting or are they lacking and weak?  Are these complex or more clear-cut?  Do the palatable aspects (sugar, alcohol, acids and tannins) combine in a harmonious way or is there a particular element that is unbalanced?  Does the wine have a particular style (fresh, light, fruity, complex, exotic or dry)?  Determine how well balanced all the aspects of the wine are.  The quality of a wine is closely linked to how balanced it is and how long and intense its finish is.  Did you like the wine?  If so, take another few sips and enjoy!

Aromas:

	Animal -
	game, beef, venison, stables
	Woody -
	wood from oak barrels

	Balsamic -
	pine trees, resin, vanilla
	Chemical -
	acetone, yeast, acidity, fermentation, lanolin

	Empyreumatic -
	crème brulee, smoke, toast, leather, coffee
	Spicy -
	pepper, cloves, cinnamon, ginger, truffles, mint

	Floral -
	violets, roses, jasmine
	Fruity -
	blackcurrants, raspberries, cherries, plums, apricots, peaches, gooseberries

	
	
	Vegetal -
	herbs, tea, mushrooms, vegetables, fresh cut grass, peppers


Grape Varieties

	Red Wine
	White Wine

	
	

	Barbera – Widely grown in Italy, at is best in Piedmont, giving dark, fruity, sharp wine.
	Aligoté – Burgundy’s second-rank white grape.  Crisp (often sharp) wine, drink within 1-3 years.

	Cabernet Franc – The lesser of two sorts of Cabernets grown in Bordeaux but dominant in St-Emillion.  The Cabernet of the Loire, making Chinon, Saumur etc.
	Chardonnay – The white burgundy grape, the white Champagne grape, and the white grape of the New World, partly because it is one of the easiest to grow and vinify.

	Cabernet Sauvignon – Grape of great character: spicy, herby, tannic, with characteristic blackcurrant aroma.  The first grape of the Médoc; also makes most of the best Californians, South Americans and Eastern European reds.  Its wine almost always needs ageing.  Usually benefits from blending with other varieties eg. Merlot, Syrah, Cabernet Franc, Tempranillo, Sangiovese etc.
	Chenin Blanc – Great white grape of the middle of the Loire (Vouvray).  Wine can be dry or sweet.  Bulk wine in California.

	Camernère – An old Bordeaux variety now virtually extinct in France.  Widely used in Chile where until recently it was often mistaken for Merlot.
	Colombard – Slightly fruity, nicely sharp, makes everyday wine.

	Gamay – The Beaujolais grape: light, very fragrant wines, at their best young.
	Gewürztraminer – one of the most pungent grapes, distinctively spicy with aromas like rose petals and lychees.  Wines are often rich and soft, even when fully dry.  Best in Alsace, good in Germany.

	Grenache, aka. Garnacha – Useful grape for strong fruity but pale wine.  Usually blended eg. Châteauneuf-du-Pape.
	Marsanne – Principal white grape of the Northern Rhône.  Also good in Australia and California.  Soft full wines that age very well.

	Malbec – Minor in Bordeaux, major in Argentina.  Dark, dense, tannic wine capable of real quality.
	Muscadet – Makes light, refreshing, very dry wines with a seaside tang wound Nantes and Brittany.

	Merlot – Adaptable grape making the great fragrant and plumy wines of Pomerol and St-Emillion, an important element in Médoc reds, soft and strong in California, Chile and Australia.  Grassy when not fully ripe.
	Muscat – Widely grown, easily recognised, pungent grapes, mostly made into perfumed sweet wines, often fortified.  Superb in Australia.  The third element of Tokay Aszú.

	Nebbiolo – One of Italy’s best grapes; makes Barolo and Barbaresco.  Intense, nobly fruity, perfumed wine, but very tannic, improving for years.
	Pinot Gris – At best makes rather heavy, even “thick”, full-bodied whites with a certain spicy style.  Pinot Grigio in Italy.

	Pinot Noir – The glory of Burgandy, with scent, flavour, and texture unmatched anywhere.  Now, splendid results in California, Central Coast, Yarra Valley and New Zealand.
	Riesling – No serious commentator disagrees that Riesling stands level with Chardonnay.  They are the world’s best white wine grapes, in diametrically opposite styles.  It has an ageing potential far beyond any Chardonnay.  Probably best in Germany.  Excellent in Alsace.  Now grown extensively in Australia.

	Pinotage – Singular South African grape.  Can be fruity and can age interestingly, but often jammy.
	Sauvignon Blanc – Makes very distinctive aromatic grassy wines, pungent in New Zealand, often mineral in Sancerre, riper in Australia.

	Sangiovese – Main red grape of Chianti and much of central Italy.
	Sémillon – Contributes the lusciousness to Sauternes and increasingly important for Graves and other dry white Bordeaux.  Grassy if not fully ripe, but can make soft dry wine of great ageing potential.  Superb in Australia.

	Syrah, aka. Shiraz – The great Rhône red grape: tannic purple peppery wine that matures superbly.  Very important as Shiraz in Australia.
	Verdelho – Madeira grape making excellent medium-sweet wine.

	Tempranillo – Aromatic fine Rioja grape, called Tinto fino in Ribera del Duero.  Elegant in cool climates, beefy in warm.  Early ripening.
	Viognier – Ultra-fashionable Rhône grape, finest in Condrieu.


