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The Cool Kids Are Drinking Merlot

In the world of wine, there are grapes that fall into and out of fashion from
time to time. When a wine grape falls out of fashion, wines made from that
grape often see a slump in sales, so much so that, in some cases, wineries
decide to pull out their vines to experiment with different, more lucrative

grapes.

Until recently, Merlot was one of those wine grapes that seemed to have
fallen from grace; it became known as a bland, unimpressive wine that
paled in comparison to its richer, more fuller-bodied counterparts. But
times—and tastes—are changing, and Merlot is poised to become the cool
grape on the block once again.

A few Merlot-focused wineries are leading the charge. At

in Napa Valley, the red grape is undoubtedly the star of
the show; the winery’s bold and luscious Merlots rival the best Merlot-
dominant Bordeauxs. , also located in Napa, similarly
boasts a long-time commitment to Merlot. Under the care and
consideration of these and other wineries, this wine is beginning to shed its
less-than-favorable image and to be celebrated as the delicious wine it is.

Merlot’s Fall From Grace

Many attribute Merlot’s lack of popularity to the movie Sideways, in which
Paul Giamatti’s character disparaged the wine (despite drinking it at the
end of the movie), instead championing Pinot Noir. The 2004 film had an
outsized impact on the industry for years. According to Kimberlee
Nicholls, winemaker at Markham, “Sideways impacted the wine industry as
a whole for over a decade, with Merlot sales declining and Pinot Noir sales
increasing an estimated 16%.”
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“Every time I talk to someone about Merlot, Sideways is immediately
referenced,” echoes Sullivan Rutherford Estate’s winemaker, Jeff Cole. But
he doesn’t believe that the movie alone was responsible for Merlot’s
declining popularity. “The movie definitely played a part in Merlot’s
negative perception, but even then, the movie was a symptom of a larger

narrative.”

“Merlot was first a victim of its own success as its popularity drove
growers to expand plantings to areas not as well-suited to high-quality
production,” explains Cole. “Then it fell victim to Cabernet Sauvignon’s
success as growers and producers focused their efforts on Cabernet and the
higher prices that came with it.”

Cabernet Sauvignon, often referred to as the “king” of Napa, exploded in
popularity for the past few decades, as tastes began to favor intense, bold,
tannic red wines. In general, Merlot tends to be a bit lighter-bodied than
Cabernet, which is why the latter saw such wild success. These days,
though, the landscape has started to shift, with many younger drinkers
preferring lighter, more approachable reds. As big, bold Cabs start to wane
in popularity, Merlot is well-poised to reclaim its throne.

Merlot’s Shifting Tide

Nicholls is witnessing the rise in Merlot’s popularity. “T have noticed a
renewed interest in Merlot in recent years,” she says. “As younger wine
consumers seek more balanced and approachable options, Merlot’s softer
tannins and smooth texture make it an appealing choice that can be
enjoyed on its own or with a wide variety of foods.”

Her wines don’t sacrifice the bold flavor profile that many of Napa’s most
celebrated wines are known for, but they offer a softness and a nuance
that’s not always perceptible in Cabernet Sauvignon. “I love that Merlot
offers a soft and approachable profile without compromising on complexity
or depth,” she explains. “It’s the perfect counterbalance to Napa's tendency
toward big, bold, and powerful Cabs.”



Cole has seen a similar pattern playing out. “T have noticed an uptick in
interest in Merlot over the past few years, especially on the higher-end side
of things,” he says. “People have been inundated with Napa Cabernet
Sauvignon over the past 20 years and are ready for something different.”

A Grape With Incredible Versatility

Merlot is often characterized as a grape that doesn’t have much flavor, that
results in thin, watery wines without much depth. While it’s true that some
Merlots do feature this kind of flavor profile, not all Merlot is destined to
have the same fate. In fact, it’s a grape that can yield an incredibly large
range of wines depending on how and where it’s planted and how it’s
vinified, or actually transformed into wine.

“Merlot is a very versatile variety, which most people don’t realize,” says
Cole. “From a winemaking perspective, Merlot can adapt to the
environment that it is grown in, which makes it easy to produce wines that
are stylistically aligned with any winemaker’s philosophy.” Cole works
with Merlot grapes that are planted in a warmer part of the Napa Valley, so
his wines tend to have a lot of structure and complexity. These are serious
wines that can stand up to Napa’s legacy of bold Cabs. Cole says, “My goal
is to produce Merlot that has great depth and personality!”

Nicholls highlights Merlot’s versatility in a different sense. As the climate
continues to change, creating increasing challenges for winemakers, Merlot
is gaining traction as a more climate change-friendly variety than many
other types of grapes. “Merlot is often regarded as a more climate-resilient
grape than Cabernet Sauvignon due to its adaptability to various growing
conditions and its ability to ripen earlier in the season,” she says. “Merlot
can grow in both moderate and warm climates, and while styles may vary
between climates, it remains a versatile grape variety that can thrive in
dramatically different climates. As climate change brings warmer
temperatures and variable weather patterns, Merlot’s adaptability makes it
well-suited to thrive in these changing environments.”



It's great to have an understanding of the types of wines you tend to enjoy
so you can more easily pick out a bottle when you go out to dinner with
family or friends. But those preferences need not be dogmatic; when we
keep an open mind and choose wines made by producers who care about
their product, their grapes and their land, we're likely to find delicious
wines made from a wide variety of grapes. Merlot is no exception.

Maybe you tasted a Merlot 15 years ago and hated it. That’s a valid
reaction. But times are changing, and producers like Markham Vineyards
and Sullivan Rutherford Estate are proving that Merlot can and should be
taken seriously. And if you want to be on the cutting edge of what the cool
kids are drinking, a well-crafted Merlot may just be the best place to start.





