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Postmodern 

Winemaking

Reconsidering Modern

Winemaking Dogma

“It ain’t what you don’t know 

that gets you in trouble. 

It’s what you know for sure 

that just ain’t so.”

-attributed to Mark Twain and others

The practical art of 

connecting the human 

soul to the soul of a place 

by rendering its grapes

into liquid music.
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Today’s discussion points

◼ By their own admission, brut Champagne is the 

worst wine in the world.

◼ Napa Valley makes the worst wine in America 

because they hate their grapes. Introducing the 

Invisible Golden Age. 

◼ Wine composition does not determine its aroma.

◼ Modern practices destroy greatness.

Wine #1

Let’s bash the French
◼ Q: What did Dom Perignon invent that 

made its thin, sour, bland wine the toast 
of the court of the Sun King??
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Let’s bash the French

◼ Q: What did Dom Perignon invent?

◼ A: Sweet table wine.

– Sec         = 60 grams

– Demi-sec = 90 grams

– Doux = 120 grams

Unique and delicious!

Circa 1900 British Market

“Extra 
Dry”

30 gramsAustere tastes

Circa 1900 British Market

“Brut”

15 grams
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1945: The Advent of Sterile Filtration

Today

◼ 74% of Champagne is Brut

◼ Through genius marketing, Champagne 
reworked its image: thin, bland, sour cuvee 
is the perfect blank canvas on which the 
yeast paints its masterpiece.

◼ Yeah, right. California Brut Zero has flavor!

Now let’s bash Napa Valley

◼ Chardonnays mask character with oak and 
butter. We hate our grapes.

◼ Cabs deliver raisins, dry tannins, excessive 
oak and residual sugar to wealthy novice 
consumers at highly inflated prices.

◼ Visitors pay high tasting fees without a 
chance to meet a real winemaker.

◼ Napa is not “wine country” anymore.
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Innate Disadvantages of California

• Dry air results in excessive alcohols due to evaporation.

• Low latitude subtracts as much as 2.5 hours of sunlight.

• Virtually no limestone, schist, or slate soils associated with 

the great wines of Europe.

• Type-cast as BIG wines requiring substantial elaboration via 

barrels, malolactic to justify high price of land and grapes.

• No wonder we hate our grapes!

Wine #2

Vinifera Racism

◼ Non-vinifera ain’t just foxy labrusca.

◼ Norton, Chambourcin and Vignoles are 

world class French-American hybrids.

◼ Many high quality cold-tolerant varieties 
have been developed at U. Mn and Cornell.

◼ High latitude wines experience cool sunlight

◼ There’s lots of limestone outside CA.
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AMERICA’S INVISIBLE RAINBOW

FROM THE SECRET WINE REVOLUTION

THE BEST EMERGING REGIONS & VARIETIES 

by Clark Smith, 
Editor AppellationAmerica.com

Meet Murli Dharmadikari
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The Diversity Paradox:

Why do wines all taste the same?

They don’t!

We have more diversity today 

than ever before in history.

They don’t!
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They don’t!

We have more diversity today 

than ever before in history.

But it’s not sold in stores.

And restaurants and shops can’t buy it.

There are TWO wine industries:

(1) Mainstream commodity wines sold by

three-tier distributors.

~95% of the volume, mostly from 64 wineries over half a 
million cases.  

(2) Distinctive Wines of Contrarian Styles.

25,000 wineries, 5% of the volume, 17% of gross revenues.

85% of gross profits. 

Accessed through Destination Tourism & DTC.

Number of U.S. wine brands

◼ 1972                   250

◼ 2018                 25,000

Number of U.S. wine distributors

◼ 1972                 3,500

◼ 2018                   700
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Chateau 

XYZ

Gatekeepers

Distributed Wine 

Sales  Chain

Consumers

quality prestige

• retailers

• sommeliers
• critics

flavor
intrinsic

quality

extrinsic

quality
Growers

pedigree

Therefore...

means

LESS value!

McWine in stores

◼ 250 wineries over 500,000 cases                   

◼ Standard, expected wine styles

Crazy Wine Direct to Consumer

◼ 25,000 wineries under 10,000 cases

◼ Highly diverse

◼ Compelling, innovative, unexpected
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Chateau 

XYZ

Direct to Consumer

Sales  Chain

Consumers

Taste before

you buy

Meet the 

winemaker

terroir

Growers
experimentation

Most shops and 

restaurants are 

legally excluded!

Norton

CLARKSBURG
Herringer Family Estate

12.9%

ABV!

Wallersheim Prairie Fumé

◼ Winery and Distillery in Prairie du Sac, Wisconsin

◼ Founded in 1840 by Count Agoston Haraszthy

◼ 100% Seyval Blanc

◼ Named Best of Show White at Dan Berger International 

Wine Competition, defeating >1,000 California whites.

◼ Retails for $10.00
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Joseph and Lucien Dressler
Davis Viticultural Research

Jim and Sandy Wight
Wight-Meyer Winery

Kentucky limestone

Cabernet Doré
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Bruce Reisch / Anna Katharine Mansfield

Aromella
Traminette / Vignoles cross 

that can survive -40 C

Winemaker
Dave Peterson

Consistently awarded Jefferson Cup Status

Retail  Price:   $11.86 / bottle
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Hermit Woods 

Petite Blue 

2016 Reserve

Food & Wine Magazine 2017 guide:

“500 Best Wineries in America”

partners

Ken Hardcastle

Bob Manley &

Chuck Lawrence

New Hampshire wild blueberries

AMARILLO, TEXAS

WINEMAKER

MONTY DIXON

HIGH PLAINS PINOT NOIR

ON LIMESTONE
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Jerry Eisterhold

Loess Soil
In Kansas City’s
“Little Dixie”
600 Feet Deep 

Delicatessen

A KC-based 
museum architect
working with 65
19th Century 
heirloom varieties.

Hero: Thomas Volney Munson
saved the vineyards of Europe

Presented at the 
World’s Fair, 1910

Began breeding
Dennison, Texas

1876 

Described 300 
native / hybridized 

wine grapes 
from 27 species
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Today we identify 79 species of Vitis

Know what’s really weird?

Consumers now have DTC access to 

100 times the diversity that 

retailers can legally buy & resell!

Including 100% of the 

interesting wine!

Distributors & retailers want predictable,

standard styles from big names.  

They’re missing all the fun!
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3. The Solution Problem

◼ See Chapter 

Wine #3
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From Hugh Johnson’s 
The Story of Wine:

The polite definition of wine is: 

“the naturally fermented juice of fresh grapes.”

A more clinical one is:

“an aqueous solution of ethanol with greater or lesser
traces of sugars, acids, esters, acetates, lactates and
other substances occurring in grape juice or derived
from it by fermentation.

Right the first time:

“The naturally fermented juice of fresh grapes.”

Wrong the second time:

“An aqueous solution of ethanol with greater or lesser
traces of sugars, acids, esters, acetates, lactates and
other substances occurring in grape juice or derived
from it by fermentation.

Unstructured

wine

[aroma]gas

light white

Ideal Solution Behavior

[aroma] liquid

⍺ Kvolatility

Henry’s

Law
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Structured

wine

[aroma]gas

light white

[aroma] polar liquid

⍺ Kvolatility

apolar colloids

Non-Ideal Solution Behavior

Henry’s

LawPyrazines

Volatile Phenols

Properties of well-structured wines:

-Refined texture

-Aromatic integration

-Graceful longevity

-Soulful resonance

Winemaking 

Implications 

for 

Unstructured 

Red Wine

Control composition.

Farm for flavors.  

Gentle selectively extraction

High alcohol extraction.

Minimize Oxygen exposure

Fine out astringency

Control sulfides with copper. 

Sterile filter
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Winemaking 

Implications 

for 

Structured 

Red Wine

Manage aromatics by controlling 
structure.
Farm for building blocks

Maximize extraction

Extract colloids at low alcohol.

Promote anti-oxidative power.

Use oxygenation to eliminate fining.

Eliminate copper.

Use microbiome to develop aromatic 
greatness.

The deviation from 

ideal solution behavior 

is a good working definition

of quality.

1976 Jordan Cab Sauv
46 years later
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Wine #3

4. Sulfite-free Wines

True or false?

◼ All wines contain naturally occurring sulfites.

◼ SO2 functions as an anti-oxidant in red wine.

◼ Sulfite-free wines are prone to oxidation.
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Wine #4
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OH

(Quinone)

RSH

Phenolic Coupling
(polymerization)

Mercaptan Trapping

Phloroglucinol

AA's, Strecker
Degradation

Aldehydes ?

SO2

Ascorbate

?

Oxidation in Wine
Andrew L. Waterhouse

Department of Viticulture & Enology

University of California, Davis

92%
8%

2006 WineSmith Lodi Cabernet Sauvignon
(conventionally sulfited)

61

62

63



8/30/2022

22

WineSmith 2005 Roman Syrah, 
(contains no detectable sulfites)

The “M” word

ma·nip·u·la·tion (noun).

1. Treatment or operation with or as 
if with the hands or by mechanical 
means, especially in a skillful 
manner.

2. Shrewd or devious management 
by artful, unfair, or insidious means, 
especially to one's own advantage.
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The Simple Truth

◼ All wine is highly manipulated.  Those 
aren’t grapes in that glass. Get over it.

◼ No wine is as manipulated as any beer.

The Moral

◼ There is no money in this business.

◼ All winemakers have is their honor.

◼ They deserve an open, informed listening.

• Open

• Passionate

• Versatile

• Egocentric

• Hard working

• Proud

• Stubborn

• Resourceful

• Dedicated

• Worried

• Not in it for the money !

All  winemakers  are:

How WEs can change the world

1. Focus on what is in the bottle, and leave 

winemaking choices to the winemaker.

2. Fall courageously in love with our lunatic heroes

3. Invite, welcome and reward honesty.

4. Demand access to diversity.
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To receive a copy of this presentation,

email me at clark@winemaking 411.com

www.ModernWineChemistry.com

In the lobby!

Book signing!

Bullshitting!
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Thank you

for your kind attention.
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