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SOMETHING SMELLS

WINE is all about aroma and I first wrote 
an article for Winestate back in 2013 
on this fascinating subject. The sheer 
diversity of smells continues to astound 
me; and what made me decide to write 
about aromas again is a recent call from a 
UK firm which produces and sells smells!

These kits and samples are mostly for 
the identification of faults, but I think 
they are also important for identifying 
and becoming famil iar with lesser 
recognisable aromas. Gooseberries, 
for example, is an aroma associated 
with sauvignon blanc but it is rarely 
encountered in our diet in Australia so it 
would be unfamiliar to most of us. Some 
of the floral aromas such as violets are 
hard to imagine, unless you are a florist. 
But this UK company (FlavorActiV Ltd) 
produces some interesting aromas that 
makes me ponder why you would buy 
them, but also what is the chemical 
compound behind them and how do you 
get them ending up a glass of wine?

The aroma/flavour at the top of my hit list 
is one entitled “baby vomit”. Purchasing 
small capsules to adulterate a wine 
with the smell of baby vomit makes me 
chuckle and perhaps… chunder. But the 
aroma is a demonstration of the effects of 
butyric acid. Some theories on the reason 
why we might experience this aroma 
is a fault in the malolatic fermentation 
process, especially with low pH wines. 
Baby vomit is extreme, but it can also be 
identified with the smell of rancid butter 
or ripe parmesan cheese. 

There is a group of aromas that lurk 
in wine far removed from the scent of 
fruits and flowers. How about rotting 
vegetables, cabbage, onion and rubber? 

These are generally grouped under 
mercaptans and are formed in various 
ways under reductive conditions by the 
reaction of yeast, alcohol and/or sulphur 
during either the fermentation process 
or time spent on lees. Oenologists play 
around with reductive winemaking and 
sulphur levels, and they can lead to 
desirable outcomes if well managed. 

Hence, you get burgundian enthusiasts 
drooling over le matchstick or struck 
match and flinty qualities found in their 
meursault, but when out of control you 
get clearly faulty wine and the creation 
of substances such as dimethyldisulfide 
(DMDS) and diethyldisulfide (DEDS) 
which exhibits burnt rubber. This fault was 
such a concern in South African red wines 
(notably pinotage) it prompted the Wines 
of South Africa (WOSA) to commission 
research into its cause in 2008. 

Another FlavorActiV set is “mousey”. 
This is the flavour they say of a mouse 
cage or cracker biscuit. I’m a bit unsure 
about the correlation of these two smells. 
The thought of keeping a rodent is not 
at the top of my favourite pet list so I’m 

no expert when it comes to their habitat. 
But I’ve yet to be repulsed by the smell 
of a cracker biscuit. The Australian Wine 
and Research Institute (AWRI) website 
provides an insight into all these aromas 
and explains that this flavour builds up 
after you swallow the wine to produce 
an “obnoxious taste”. The compound 
that is responsible for mousey taste is, 
among others, 2-acetyltetrahydropyridine 
(ACTPY) and occurs in low sulphur, low 
acid wines with the figure of blame being 
pointed at lactic acid bacteria strains. 

It is surprising to look into terms such 
as earthy, medicinal, smoky or barnyard. 
These aromas would be acceptable and 
even desirable to most wine lovers, albeit 
in low concentrations. Found commonly 
in a number of red wines they may be 
attributed to a number of wine faults, 
including most noticeably cork taints 
and brettanomyces. Geosmin has been 
most associated with earthy aroma and 
guaiacol with medicinal and smoky, that’s 
as long as you are not talking about the 
smoke taint caused by bush fires which 
is different. 2-bromophenol is described 
by Aroxa, another aroma kit company, 
as “inky, like a museum or old TV set” 
this is a new one for me but they tell me 
that bromophenol can come from tainted 
barrels and corks. Having a keen sense 
of smell is essential for a wine lover and 
you need to be aware of the aromas all 
around you, at all times. I’m presuming 
when they talk about a museum, that it is 
an old museum smell. 

All this talk about faults is destroying 
my confidence in wine! But it is the 
way we look at wine and its production 
that matters. A steri le winemaking 
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environment might only produce a wine 
showing primary fruit aromas deriving 
from the grape with the addition of new 
oak. It limits the artist’s palate somewhat. 
What is a wine fault to one person; to 
another it could be seen as an attribute 
and what separates the wine from the 
rest. We all expect complexity in great 
red wines. The word conjures up a wine 
with many aromas and flavours, and to 
achieve these winemakers might need 
to live on the edge a little.

There are a number of  ways we 
can access smells to practice their 
identification. The most famous is the 
Le Nez du Vin kit, produced by Jean 
Lenoir since the late 1970s. It contains 54 
common wine aromas, but leaves out the 
baby vomit, thankfully. He also produced 
a smaller wine fault kit. Our own AWRI 
produce a number of samples that can 
be purchased.

Let’s end on a positive note with the 
moderately normal aromas of pepper. 
AWRI identified in 2007 that rotundone 
was the grape-derived aroma compound 
that is responsible for the spice and black 
pepper in cool-climate shiraz. Amazingly 
they say that 20 per cent of the population 
cannot smell it; so the next time I expect 
my students to pick the aroma I should 
remember that 1/5th of the class won’t 
know what I’m talking about.      
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