DESSERT WINE
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Dessert wines are made in a range of colors and styles, in every wine region on earth.  They are not defined by a technique or a grape variety; a dessert wine is simply one that tastes significantly sweet.  Natural sugar is plentiful in the grape juice from which wine is made.  During fermentation, yeasts convert that sugar into alcohol.  Normally, this produces a wine with about 13% alcohol that tastes dry, or not sweet.  
To make natural dessert wines, without adding sugar or brandy, winemakers must tinker with nature’s balance, either boosting the sugar content of the grapes or reducing their water content.  Over centuries, diverse methods have developed in different climates and cultures.  Most traditional dessert wines are labor-intensive and produce tiny quantities of wine per vineyard acre.  As a result, they are often both rare and expensive.  Recently, modern innovations have broadened the possibilities, and brought lower prices as well.
LATE-HARVEST
Grapes that hang on the vine beyond the point of peak ripeness get super-ripe, and very, very sweet.  Cool regions that grow tangy white grapes, like Riesling and Chenin Blanc, often make sweet wines from ‘late-harvested’ fruit.  In Germany and Austria, such wines are labeled Auslese.  In France, appellations like Coteaux de Layon and Monbazillac make delicious wines this way.  Cool American states, like New York and Washington, also excel at such ‘late-harvest’ wines.
Pairings:  These medium-sweet dessert wines are often fresh and tropical in flavor, best suited to fresh fruits and firm cheeses.  

NOBLE ROT / BOTRYTIS
Most of the world’s finest dessert wines are made from late-harvest grapes that are further concentrated by a fungus called botrytis cinerea.  This ‘noble rot’ weakens the grape skins, so each berry shrivels and dehydrates on the vine.  Hungary’s Tokaji Aszu was the original botrytis wine and widely imitated.  Most of Europe’s top dessert wines are botrytized, from Bordeaux’s Sauternes to Anjou’s Bonnezeaux to Germany’s Beerenauslese.  California, Australia and Chile have also had success mastering the style.

Pairings:  These lusciously sweet wines taste of dried apricots and honey.  They are marvelous with caramelized desserts and sharp cheeses.  

FROZEN GRAPES
In cold places like Germany, Austria and Canada, late-harvest grapes freeze solid when left on the vine into midwinter.  Quickly pressed in small batches, the bulk of the fruit’s water remains trapped as ice crystals.  The remaining juice is thick and syrupy, and makes unctuous Eiswein, or ‘ice wine’.  Some plucky producers in regions like New Zealand and the USA are using deep freezers to apply this technique to fresh regular harvest grapes, making affordable and delicious modern dessert wines.
Pairings:  These intensely sweet wines are often best enjoyed as dessert in their own right.  Traditional versions often have a raisiny quality.  Modern versions are zingy and fresh.
DRIED GRAPES
In hot climates, partially drying grapes is a common approach to making sweet wine.  Italy is Europe’s ‘raisin’ wine capital, producing styles like Vin Santo, Passito and Recioto.  Dried fruit is also used to flavor and sweeten fortified dessert wines like Spain’s Cream Sherry and Moscatel.  Australia’s rich Muscats and Tokays, called “stickies”, often begin with raisinated fruit as well.  Whether the grapes are sun-dried or air-dried, the results are thick, rich wines with a distinctly nutty character.  
Pairings:  These wines range from medium-sweet to fully sweet, and can be red or white.  Their raisiny flavors are delicious with toasty, nutty and caramel flavored desserts.  
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