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First, let’s get 
acquainted.
Who we are
We are a team of French wine experts and 
enthusiasts, and we’re serious about giving you the 
edge in wine knowledge.  

We create French Wine Experiences through 
interactive online education, live masterclass events, 
and customised tours to France’s wine regions. 

This guide

It is our hope that this guide is like your personal 
instructor, guiding you to have more fun and 
confidence in wine.  

We find it works best when experienced with a 
glass of wine in hand*, or several shared with a 
group.

Use this to explore French wine, or any wine of your 
choosing.

*Tried and tested by the members of Local Charm.
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Glass in hand?
Wine tasting is a form of mindfulness.

You’ll be amazed at the difference it makes to your 
appreciation and understanding of wine.  

The process can be broken into three steps: firstly, 
appearance. You look at the wine.  

Next gently swirl your wine to release aromas and 
take a sniff. 

Then finally, take a sip and taste the wine.  You can 
then swallow (or spit into a handy receptacle).

It involves bringing your senses to the present 
moment, slowing down and focusing on 
what’s in front of you. 
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Each step show us different elements of the wine we’re 
drinking, whether it’s aroma, flavour, texture, mouthfeel, 
or exposing potential faults before you commit to a full 
glass.

Ultimately, the aromas that you detect in your wine are 
your interpretation. 

You might find that you pick up scents from your 
childhood, something you tasted at a friend’s place, or 
a tree that was in your backyard.  
 
And that’s the curious nature of tasting wine, you never 
know what you might experience.

Everyone has different experiences, so be 
confident in yours.
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Get your 
senses ready.
Before you start, engage your mind and your senses.  

It may seem obvious, but

So as you go through the scents, notice which ones 
you are familiar with.  

Think about those scents and try to recall how they 
smell and taste.  It will be easier to identify aromas in 
wine if you mindfully prepare your senses.

Your brain can only identify and distinguish 
scents that are familiar to it.  



grapefruit lemon lime orange tangerine apple

pear gooseberry apricot peach nectarine raspberry cherry plum currants strawberry

blackberry black-
currant

banana kiwi lychee mango melon passionfruit pineapple sultanas

raisin fig prune orange 
blossom

elderflower perfume rose violet lavender lilac

magnolia cinnamon ginger cloves nutmeg vanilla pepper licorice juniper

olive mushroom asparagus capsicum beans cabbage tinned veg-
etables

eucalyptus grass hay

mint black-
currant leaf

wet leaves almond coconut hazlenut walnut chocolate coffee cedar

medicinal resinous smoke tobacco leather wet wool meaty yeast biscuit bread

toast butter cheese cream yoghurt earth petrol rubber tar stony

steely caramel candy honey jam marmalade treacle cooked baked stewed

honeysuckle

A
ck

no
w

le
dg

em
en

ts:
  I

co
ns

 b
y 

Fr
ee

pi
k,

 S
m

as
hi

co
ns

, P
ix

el
 P

er
fe

ct
 a

nd
 P

re
tty

co
ns

 fr
om

 fl
at

ic
on

.c
om

Scent Chart.



8

Look at the colour intensity and clarity of 
the wine.

T A K E  A  L O O K  N O W

Appearance can 
tell you a lot. 
Having a look at the wine prepares us for what we’re 
about to taste, before scent or flavour are factored in.  
There are a variety of things to look for including colour 
and clarity, which can indicate different things.

STEP 1: LOOKING AT THE WINE

Colour
Have you ever wondered why wine colour can vary 
so much? Colour in wine occurs from contact with the 
grape skins after the grapes have been juiced.
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White wine grapes usually have minimal contact 
with the skins, and colour varies depending on 
grape type, age or exposure to oak barrelling. 

What to look for:

Look at the shade of yellow.  Is the yellow very 
pale, approaching clear, or is the yellow deep and 
full, almost the color of straw or even orangey? 

Light and bright white wines that you can see 
through are usually crisp and refreshing, and 
typically have not been aged.  

If the wine is darker and deeper in yellow, then 
this is often a sign that the wine has been aged in 
an oak barrel. It may have a smoother taste and is 
usually buttery and rich.

For white wine
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For red wine

Red Wine grapes soak longer with the skins, 
allowing the colour to impart in the juice. The soaking 
process also impacts other elements of flavour and 
scent. The darker the hue of the wine often indicates 
bolder and more concentrated wine.

What to look for:

Look at the shade of red wine in your glass.  Is 
it particularly intense?  Is it ruby red (purply-red) or 
garnet (orangey-red)?

If the wine is a light red, or even approaching pink, 
it should taste light and bright. It may even be a little 
tart or “fresh” tasting and that is because the lighter 
the red of a wine, the likelihood it is a thin skinned 
variety (like pinot noir) and less likely that it was 
ever aged in oak.

Purple is an indication of youth; as the hue of the Use these 
colours to 
guide you
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red wine gets darker and darker, approaching the 
colors of maroon and deep purple, the red may 
become much bolder and richer. 

Orange, amber and brown colours are indicators 
of age. Some wines change colour more rapidly 
than others, so don’t draw definite conclusions yet. 

For rosé wine

Rosé Wine is made like red wine but with much 
less contact with the skins which dictates the 
colour.  Rosé colour can vary from the palest pink, 
orange hue to a bright clear red. 

Despite these hints, the colour of wine from any 
particular region or grape variety depends greatly 
on the age, and winemaking techniques used, so 
you will still need all your senses!



Clarity

The clarity of the wine is a good indicator of quality, 
with haziness often indicating faults. 

Is the liquid bright? Clear? Is it hazy or cloudy? 
Kind of dull?

Natural Wines
The exception to the clarity rule is with natural wines. These 
wines have minimal intervention throughout the winemaking 
process, so little or no filtration of impurities, and the use of 
natural yeasts. 

12
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The Nose knows... 
more than you 
might think.

STEP 2: SMELLING THE WINE

Hold the glass firmly and gently rotate it 
in a circular motion with your wrist.

S W I R L  T H E  W I N E

This helps to bring oxygen into the wine, allowing it to 
‘open up’. It also softens it and gives off the aromas.

When we smell, we pick up scents by both direct 
inhalation as well as through the back of our mouths 
as we chew and swallow (retro nasally for any of the 
linguists out there!).



14

When it comes to flavour, you could say we all 
have a bit of ‘selective tasting’.

As mentioned, we all have different experiences 
with food, wine and flavour, meaning you may pick 
up something completely different to someone else. 

It’s like giving our brains a quick heads 
up in order to get in the zone.

Like our first step, smelling wine is preparing us for 
what we are about to taste. 

Not only this, but smelling wine can tell us if 
something is wrong with it. For example, wines 
may be corked if contaminated with cork taint or 
oxidised.

In many countries now, corked wines are rare due to the growing 
use of screw caps, however there is still a preference for cork in 
many old world countries such as France.
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Swirl the wine again, close your eyes 
and inhale deeply. What do you smell?

H A V E  A  S N I F F

To do it like a pro, gently swirl and place the rim 
beneath your nose then breathe in. 

Swirling releases flavour compounds, allowing you 
to pick up on any potential scents detected by the 
nose.  What do you smell this time?
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Intensity

Aromas

How intense are the aromas? 

Are they light and delicate? More of a medium 
strength? Or are they rather pronounced?

What scents can you identify? Refer back to the 
scent table on page 7.

Did you know 80 – 90% of what we 
conceive to be flavour is actually smell? 

Condition
Does the wine smell fragrant? Musty or unclean? 
Could it be corked? Or is the scent quite normal? 
Clean smelling?
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It all comes 
together with 
your palate.
Like smelling, tasting is subjective.

It’s true that our sensitivities to sweetness, acidity, 
tannins and certain aroma compounds differ. 

However even with different sensitivities to components 
of a wine, we can usually agree which of any pair of 
wines is sweeter, more acidic, or more tannic.

STEP 3: TASTING THE WINE

When you’re ready, take a sip.  Let the 
wine sit or swirl in your mouth for a 
moment, and ponder before swallowing.

T A K E  A  S I P
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There are a few important things you should be keeping 
an eye out for, such as sweetness, acidity, tannins and 
body.

For sommeliers, the most important skill is learning 
to put aside personal taste and evaluate a wine as 
objectively as possible. 

However, for us it’s more important to notice what 
we do and don’t like, consider why and explore 
more in future!

So what can you taste? 

What flavours do you notice? Are they similar to any 
of the scents you identified?  What flavours can you 
taste after you have swallowed?
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Sweetness
Sweetness relates to the amount of sugar a wine 
contains. 

Wines made from ripe grapes can be sweeter, even 
if additional sugar is not added. Most table wines are 
dry and if slightly sweet are described as ‘off dry’. 

Interesting to know...
We are born with ten thousand taste buds, located on the back, 
sides and tip of the tongue, on the palate and in the throat 
which detect five primary sensations: sweet, sour, salty, bitter 
and savoury (umami).
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Acidity
Acidity is what makes lemons taste sour and 
causes the mouth to water.  

It also makes wines taste refreshing and vibrant.  A 
degree of acidity can be found in all wines however 
much higher in white wines and very important for 
sweet wines.

 

Varieties such as Sauvignon Blanc and Riesling are 
particularly high in acidity. 

In red wines you are more likely to notice a little acidity 
in lighter styles such as Beaujolais or Pinot Noir, 
particularly from cool climates.

Cool climate wines tend to have higher levels 
of acidity than hot climates.
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Tannins
This is the drying sensation, and grippy feel in your 
mouth after swallowing the wine. Many describe it as 
sandpapery or the feeling in your mouth after a strong 
cup of tea.

So, what are they exactly?

Tannins are naturally occurring compounds that exist 
inside grape skins, seeds and stems. 

Grape skins are also responsible for the colour in red 
wine.

Tannic wines usually have great aging potential. 
If the tannins are super drying, that might be a clue that 
the wine could do with some more aging.

Thick skinned grape varieties (like Cabernet Sauvignon 
& Syrah) have much higher tannin levels than thin-
skinned ones (Pinot Noir and Grenache). 

White and most rose style wines receive very little skin 
contact, so rarely have detectable tannins.

The longer these parts of the grape soak 
in the juice, the more tannin characteristics 
they will impart.
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Body
Body is often called mouth-feel.  It is mostly explained 
as: 

It’s also the richness, and a combination of the effects 
of alcohol, tannins, sugar and flavour compounds 
extracted from the skins.

How does the wine feel in your mouth? Does it feel 
light or heavy?

Is it quite light-bodied? Generally speaking, lighter 
wines are said to have under 12.5% alcohol.

Is it medium-bodied?  These wines supposedly fall 
between 12.5% and 13.5% 

Is it a fuller-bodied wine? These wines usually have 
over 13.5% alcohol and mostly red.

The higher the amount of alcohol a wine 
has, the heavier it feels in our mouths.  
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Length
Also called the finish, length is simply how long the 
flavour lasts.  

Does it fade as soon as you swallow the wine?  A 
balanced, pleasant finish where flavours linger for a 
few seconds is an indicator of quality wine. 
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Now that you have learnt how to taste and identify 
particular elements of wine, you will find it easier to 
determine the quality of the wine you are tasting.  

Here are the quality benchmarks to look out for:

Fruitiness and sweetness alone can make a wine 
sickly.  Acidity and tannin alone or in excess can make 
a wine taste austere. In a good wine, the sweetness or 
fruitiness will be in balance with the tannin and acidity.

A balanced pleasant finish where flavour lingers is a 
sign of a good quality wine.  For lesser quality, flavours 
may disappear leaving no impression.

The main thing is 
knowing how to 
determine quality. 

Balance

Length

FINAL STEP: CONCLUSIONS
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Diluted flavour can be a sign of a poor wine.  And 
intense flavour is not necessarily a good sign, 
because it can upset the balance of a wine and 
make it undrinkable.

Lesser wines often have one or two simple flavours 
and become boring. The greatest wines generally 
have many different flavours.

Lesser quality wines taste as if they could come from 
anywhere and be made with any grape variety. 

Great wines express characteristics of their grape 
variety and/or region of production (climate, soils, 
winemaking techniques) and for the top sommeliers 
and experts, the individual vineyard can be 
identified. 

Intensity

Complexity

Expressiveness



26

So, did you enjoy what you were tasting? 

Does your inner sommelier rate it?  Was it of a high 
standard? 

How developed was the wine? Was it youthful, still 
maturing or developed?

What do you think the potential of the wine is? Will 
it improve with age?  Is it at its peak?  Has it already 
gone over the hill?

But most importantly, would you 
have another glass?



APPEARANCE

AROMATICS

TASTE

CONCLUSIONS

Wine Tasting Checklist
CLARITY Bright - Clear - Hazy - Cloudy

COLOUR Colourless - Green - Yellow - Gold - Amber

Purple - Red - Garnet (Brown) - Amber

INTENSITY Pale - Medium - Deep 

FLAWS/FAULTS None - Yes

INTENSITY Low - Medium - High

DESCRIPTORS Fruit - Flowers - Vegetal - Spice - Oak - Other

SWEETNESS Dry - Off Dry - Medium Sweet - Sweet - Luscious

ACIDITY Low - Medium - High

ALCOHOL Low - Medium - High 

TANNIN Low - Medium - High / Wood? Texture / Bitterness

BODY Light - Medium - Full

INTENSITY Low - Medium - High

DESCRIPTORS Fruit - Flowers - Vegetal - Spice - Oak

LENGTH Short - Medium - Long

FL
O

RA
L

QUALITY Bad - Average - Good - Very Good - Outstanding

STATE OF MATURITY Youthful - Developing - Developed

POTENTIAL Will Improve - Will Keep - Peaked - Over the Hill 

CITRUS Grapefruit - Lemon - Lime - Orange - Tangerine

GREEN FRUIT Apple - Melon - Gooseberry - Pear - Grapes

STONE FRUIT Apricot - Peach - Nectarine

RED FRUIT Raspberry - Red Cherry - Plum - Red Currant - Strawberry

BLACK FRUIT Blackberry - Black Cherry - Black Currant

TROPICAL FRUIT Banana - Kiwi - Lychee - Mango - Passionfruit - Pineapple

DRIED FRUIT Fig - Prune - Raisin - Sultana

BLOSSOM Elderflower - Orange

FLOWERS Rose - Violet - Carnation - Lavendar - Lilac - Lily of the valley - Magnolia - Honeysuckle

FRESH Asparagas - Green Capsicum - Green Bean - Mushroom - Olive - Tomato Leaf

COOKED Cabbage - Canned Vegetables - Black Olive

HERBACEOUS Eucalyptus - Grass - Hay - Mint - Blackcurrant Leaf - Wet Leaves - Basil - Dill

KERNAL Almond - Coconut - Hazlenut - Walnut - Chocolate - Coffee

OAK Cedar - Medicinal - Resinous - Smoke - Vanilla - Tobacco

SWEET Cinnamon - Cloves - Ginger - Nutmeg - Vanilla

PUNGENT Black/White Pepper - Licorice - Juniper

ANIMAL Leather - Wet Wool - Meaty - Bacon

AUTOLYTIC Yeast - Biscuit - Bread - Toast

DAIRY Butter - Cheese - Cream - Yoghurt

MINERAL Earth - Petrol - Rubber - Tar - Stony - Steely

RIPENESS Caramel - Candy - Honey - Jam - Marmalade - Treacle - Cooked - Baked - Stewed
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