
          In late 2001, Trader Joe’s began selling a wine brand at $1.99 per 
bottle under the Charles Shaw label and it quickly became wildly popular 
with consumers and was soon nicknamed “Two Buck Chuck.” Besides this 
incredibly low price, the Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay Two Buck 
Chuck wines actually tasted as though they had been aged in oak barrels, which is a very 
expensive winemaking process. The truth is that these oak-tasting wines had spent their entire 
bulk-aging lives at California’s Central Valley-based Bronco Wine Company—where Charles 
Shaw wines are made—aging in stainless-steel tanks. So how did the Bronco winemakers 
achieve this oaky flavor and aroma in a dirt-cheap wine?  

       The answer is that Bronco Wine’s production 
costs are very low, which means they can sell 
their wines at a ridiculously low price. Besides 
using over-ripened grapes and doing machine 
harvesting in the vineyards rather than manual 
harvesting, they also freely use Mega Purple (see 
the December 2016 issue of The Vintner’s Press) 
in their red wines, and the oak flavoring is 
achieved by fermenting and aging their wines 
with oak chips and liquid oak extract as opposed 

to using oak barrels like more expensive wines.  
          As amateur winemakers, could we do 
something similar in making our own wines by 

adding oaky flavoring without spending a substantial amount of money on oak barrels? Some of 
you reading this article are thinking, “Well, of course you can, but I prefer relying upon my oak 
barrels, because that’s the best way to age superior wines!” Fair enough. We will address your 
concerns in next month’s issue of The Vintner’s Press, but please keep reading. Many of the rest 
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of you are thinking, “Well, of course you can add oak flavoring in this way, and I’m already 
doing this in my winemaking!” Ok, again, fine. Pat yourself on the back just as the barrel users 
above are already doing, but continue reading because we’re going to explore this issue in more 
depth by discussing what beneficial qualities oak can add to wine. 

How Oak Alters the Taste of Wine  

For many wine drinkers, oak and wine go together like salt and pepper, so let’s briefly 
summarize some of the more important ways that oak as a wood in its own right—not as a 
container of wine in the form of a barrel—can alter the taste of wine.  

Improved stability. When oak is immersed within a liquid—especially in an alcoholic 
liquid like wine—the tannins in the oak are slowly released into the surrounding medium. Tannin 
is a protein that bonds with unstable protein compounds in liquid that eventually fall to the 
bottom of the liquid due to gravity. Some of these 
compounds are tannins and color molecules in the 
grapes, as well as an array of other phenolic grape 
compounds. The result is that this bonding 
together process adds stability to the wine’s color 
and clarity. If this bonding process did not occur 
between the oak tannins and the unstable proteins 
these unstable wine protein compounds most 
likely would settle out later, well after the wine 
was bottled, leaving unsightly sediment in the 
bottle’s last pour. Such sediment is not necessarily 
considered a “wine fault” but most winemakers 
want to eliminate its occurrence.  

Addition of wood flavors. For many wine 
drinkers, the presence of oak in an otherwise “average” wine can enhance it’s flavor profile by 
adding “oakiness.” This is so because the oak can add the delicate scent of vanilla, coconut, 
toastiness and smoke that enhances the fruit flavors and aromas of average wine. However, not 
all oak wood is the same in what flavors it will add to a wine, so experts in the wine industry 
carefully choose the types of oak to interact with wine based on their flavor qualities. There are 
many different flavor compounds in oak that influence the flavor in wine, the most influential 
being vanillin. Vanillin compounds can add flavors to wine such as coconut, vanilla, and caramel 
depending on oak variety and how it is prepared (meaning toasted). American oaks tend to have 
more of an intense coconut flavor, while French oaks are more vanilla to caramel in flavor, with 
an added sensation of light, silky sweetness. Finally, oak can also add some structure and 
backbone to a wine due to the oak tannins and it can also cover up some wine flaws, reducing 
green or vegetal character in under-ripe wines.  
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Unstable protein compounds will eventually fall to the 
bottom of a wine bottle, forming sediment that will 
make your “last pour” rather unsightly.



Using Processed Oak Products 

Short of buying oak barrels in which to age your wine (the topic in our next issue), you 
can also achieve many of the same benefits by using processed oak products. All of these forms 
of processed oak come from the same sources as those used in traditional oak 
barrels, namely, oak trees grown in the United States, France, and Eastern 
Europe. The five primary forms of processed oak are powder, shavings, chips, 
cubes (or “beans”), and sticks, staves, or spirals. Most of these products are 
available with a dark, light, or medium toast and you can sometimes choose 
between the woods of different world regions.  

Powder and shavings. Powder and shavings are commonly added prior 
to fermentation, the belief being that their addition allows the yeast to react to 
and modify the tannins and aromas of the oak, or that this addition of the oak 
tannins somehow lessens the reduction of the tannins in the grapes during 
fermentation. Yet is there much science to back up these claims? Not a lot, so if 
there is one area in your winemaking where you might want to skip the use of 
oak, it might be right here, during fermentation. So, maybe it is not really 
necessary to purchase oak powder or oak shavings when making wine.  

Liquid oak extract. While I’m on the topic of what not to throw into 
your wine, avoid using liquid oak extract, which is pejoratively referred to as 
the “instant coffee” of processed oak products, and that is probably doing an 
injustice to instant coffee. While oak extract is used by some wineries to tweak a 
low-priced wine like Two-Buck Chuck just before bottling by adding a bit of vanilla flavoring 
associated with oak aging, the extract does not improve the wine’s stability nor does it reduce 
harsher tannin flavors. Okay, let’s move on.  

Chips and cubes and staves, oh my! Chips, cubes, staves, sticks, and spirals are added 
to your wine post-fermentation, after it has been racked off the gross lees. These products are 
both convenient to use and relatively cheap, with the chips and cubes being less expensive than 
the staves, sticks, and spirals. All can be purchased in a wide variety of toasts and species. The 

toasting usually occurs in natural gas or oak-fired ovens. Oak firing provides 
an extra layer of smoky complexity, which replicates the way barrels are 
traditionally toasted, over an open fire. Most white wines do best with 
lightly toasted oak, while the darker toasts are used for heavy reds because 
they infuse a robust, earthy flavor. Regarding oak species and toasting, if 
you want a coconut flavor try adding lightly toasted American oak, whereas 
if you’re seeking a slight vanilla flavor use a lightly toasted French oak. 
You also could try a blend of lighter and darker toasts to give your wine 
some sweet vanilla notes, along with a layer of smokiness. Lighter wines 
require less oak. A good proportion of oak chips is 11 grams of chips per 
gallon.  
          Have fun and experiment in using these oak additions, but always 
be mindful of not overpowering your wine with oak flavor; after all, you 
want to drink wine, not oak. A good thing to keep in mind is that you can 
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Oak chips (top) and oak 
cubes (below) are good 
processed oak products.



always add more oak later, but over-oaking is like over-salting in the kitchen; do it in increments 
with frequent tasting. Finally, these oak products are all commercially packed in a sanitary 
manner so you don’t need to boil them or soak them in a sulfite solution before adding them into 
your wine. 

           Staves, sticks, and spirals can simply be dropped into your 
bulk-aging vessel, but I recommend that you attach a string so that the oak 
piece can easily be pulled out when necessary. In adding oak chips or cubes to 
your wine, you can toss them into the wine loose where they will float on top 
for a few days before eventually sinking to the bottom of your aging vessel. 
However, you can also place them into a “hop bag”—so named because this 
bag is used to dry-hop beer—with a few marbles to weigh it down so 
everything readily sinks.  

           Whatever product you add to your wine, once it’s 
immersed, do a tasting test within seven days, and 
continue doing so every few days until you notice the 
oak flavor in your wine. Once your wine’s oak flavoring 
reaches your desired level, remove the 
processed oak product from the vessel.  If 
everything else about your wine tells you that it 
has sufficiently matured in its aging process, 
you can now proceed to bottling. 
            This article only scratches the surface 
on how oak influences the flavor of wine. 
Indeed, almost the entire history of winemaking 
is intertwined with oak and other wood species. 
In next month’s issue we will continue exploring 
the relationship of wine and wood by focusing on 
oak barrels and barrel making.  
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A hop bag can be 
used to hold your 
oak chips while 
immersed in your 
wine vessel.
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