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It is not clear whether it was by accident or design that winemakers discovered that their product flavor benefited from storage in watertight casks made from oak. And, while the practice spread quickly, it was not without risk.


The first issue was taste. Which oak best complimented the wine was difficult to determine. However, there was a clear flavor difference between those wines that had been exposed to oak and those that did not. A noticeable vanilla aroma is commonplace. This is especially true of those Chardonnays and Merlots exposed to American oak. The sense of sweetness conveyed by the vanilla positively affected the wine buying public. 

           The length of exposure to the oak became a critical component of winemaking. Overly oaked wines often suggested a house with newly sanded floors. In heavier reds, like California and Australian Cabernet, the effect is that of herb dill. In French and Spanish reds (such as Rioja) the flavor aromas may be coconut or spices such as cinnamon, cloves, or nutmeg. Balance was important.


As more winemakers used oak, the consumer came to equate the essence of oak with quality. And with cost. They should. The use of oak can increase the cost of a bottle of wine at the winery at a minimum of  $1 to $2 (or as much as 40% on the retail shelve or on the restaurant list). For the winery the cost is substantial. With the cost of new barrel now reaching the $600 range, the cost in barrel replacement alone for a winery producing 10,000 cases of wine could tally as much of $240,000 annually. Many Bordeaux wineries, as does Opus One, replace all of their barrels each year. The new ‘garage wines’ replace their barrels twice each year to maximize the oak influence. 


There is also the problem of oak source. France, Slovenia (and other Eastern European nations most notably Russia), the Baltic States, Portugal, and now America have become primary sources for oak. Even Canada has begun to make an impact on barrel makers. While there are still no qualified wine-barrel makers in Canada, the quality of the oak seems to offer a center point between the intensity of American oak and the subtlety of the French. The difference between these locations is primarily the grain. The tighter the grain the less porous and more watertight the barrel. In turn there is more oak flavor imparted to the wine. American oak has become popular in Spain and Australia as well as North and South America. Because they are richer in tannin they are popular with the producer of heavier red wines. French oak is most popular for its mellow flavors. However the America oak is half the cost of French wood.


Barrels, regardless of its origin, are only usable to extract flavor for the first three years of its life. For the next three years the barrel may be used to allow for slow oxidation. 


There is no real risk to the environment. In the major Eastern American states there is an estimated 5.2 billion white oak trees covering almost 235,000 square miles. Sustainable agriculture has become the mainstay of barrel coopers.


Nevertheless, many wineries have sought other means of providing the flavors that their consumers have come to expect without incurring the expense of new oak barrels.


Some wineries tried to reclaim barrels by removing the heads and affixing new oak staves. Hundreds of wineries now use this process. 


For other wineries, primarily those noted for bulk production, even this alternative was not viable. They needed the flavors with even less expense.


Oak staves suspended in the wine offered one inexpensive alterative. A winery can save 90% of the cost of new barrels by using staves. However, because the staves do not as effectively oxidize wine as does barrels some vintners have employed micro-oxygenation in which small quantities of oxygen is pumped through the fermenting wine while in the steel tank.

Or ….

How about oak chips? A by-product of the manufacturing of traditional barrels or furniture, these chips are shipped to wineries in large sacks, transferred to smaller, porous sacks that are able to be easily suspended in a steel tank. 

For wines selling below $10 the need to find a means to save time and cost is critical. Fermentation with oak chips can deliver in “a matter of weeks an intensity of oak character it would take up to two years to achieve in oak barrel”.  

European winemakers are severely restricted in their use of oak alternatives. As a result many of these winemakers have been forced to skirt the law in order to remain competitive in the world market for lower-priced products. 

Even the producers of higher end wines have experimented with the use of oak additives to maximize color and tannin. Most of these producers are reluctant to admit their use additives for fear of damaging the image of the winemaker as steward of the fruit and not of the laboratory.  

However, the final test of these oak alternates will come from the consuming public as they respond to the flavor package and the ability of these wines to mature in the cellar. Steve Pessagno of Lockwood Vineyards in California sees this process as a natural step in the evolution of wine production. “Wood flavors got into wine because we got used to the flavor of a convenient storage container. So how the flavors get there isn’t that important.” He may be right.

