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Why



In	Maine,	we	know	our	wild	blueberries	are	special.		Smaller,	sweeter,

more	packed	with	antioxidants,	a	mosaic	of	colors	and	flavors,	this	native

10,000	year-old	wild	fruit	grows	in	the	glacial-marine	soils	along	the

Atlantic	coast.		It	is	the	original	blueberry,	foraged	since	Paleolithic	time,

and	every	August,	farm	stands,	markets	and	kitchen	tables	briefly	burst

with	this	vibrant,	fragile	fruit	that	tastes	like	summer	in	Maine.

What’s	less	known	about	Maine’s	wild	blueberry	is	that	it’s	secretly	great

for	making	wine.

When	a	winemaker	looks	at	a	wild	blueberry,	we	know	we’re	not	looking

at	a	grape,	but	there’s	also	something	intriguing	and	familiar:	the	right

chemistry	for	wine,	a	fruit	that	even	shares	a	certain	affinity	with	the

grapes	of	Champagne.		And	so	in	considering	how	to	approach

blueberry	wine,	we	think	about	Champagne’s	northerly	latitude	and	well-

drained	slopes	that	produce	a	tart	fruit	with	low	sugar	and	vivid

minerality.		These	conditions	gave	birth	to	one	of	the	great	innovations	in

winemaking,	a	combination	of	bubbles	and	bright	fruit	that	brings	out	the

unique	character	of	place.		

The	same	is	true	for	wild	blueberry	sparkling	wine--a	true	Maine	wine	that

can	express	this	unique,	unspoiled	place	and	evoke	the	great	qualities	of

the	world’s	beloved	sparkling	wines.	

1.Why	Sparkling	Wine



Wild



Wild	means	these	blueberries	evolved	here.		They	are	the	ancient

ancestors	of	every	blueberry	in	the	world,	before	humans

hybridized	today’s	commercial	“highbush”	blueberries	for	more

yields,	volume,	transplantation	and	durability.		The	wild	blueberry

isn’t	planted	-	it	spreads	at	the	forest’s	edges	and	clearings	on

glacial	soil	left	by	the	Laurentide	Ice	Sheet	that	covered	Maine	in

the	last	Ice	Age.		

Delicate	and	dark,	the	wild	has	a	shelf	life	of	a	few	days,	not

months	like	hybrids.		That	means	the	only	way	to	experience	the

wild	blueberry’s	true	splendor	is	to	be	in	Maine	in	August	and	find

them	at	a	farmstand.		Which	is	why	just	about	all	of	Maine’s	wild

blueberries	are	sold	in	frozen	bulk,	their	specialness	undervalued

and	under	appreciated.

That’s	also	why,	come	August,	Mainers	take	full	advantage	of	the

wild	blueberry	season--to	make	the	most	of	it,	and	to	make	it	last.

Pies,	jams,	syrups,	sauces.		We	put	wild	blueberries	in	beer,

cocktails,	liquor,	soda.		And	we	make	wine.	

2:	Wild



Wine



Wild	Blueberries	are	good	for	making	wine.	

It	all	starts	with	their	natural	acidity,	which	hovers	around	3.4	to	3.6

pH,	in	the	sweet	spot	between	whites	and	reds,	similar	to	a

Lambrusco.		Yet	they	also	have	qualities	that	grapes	do	not,	including

the	extraordinary	antioxidants	in	the	deep	blue	pigment.		Their

relatively	low	sugar	(compared	to	grapes)	at	ripeness	ferments

naturally	to	a	nice	amount	of	alcohol	at	7-9%,	lower	than	most	grape

wine,	yet	full	of	flavor,	as	the	lower	alcohol	does	not	drown	out	the

easily-overpowered	and	delicate	blueberry	flavors.

A	balance	can	be	struck	between	these	elements,	and	the	key	to	it	all

is	bubbles.		Bubbles	help	release	the	aroma	and	flavor.		Bubbles	even

out	the	acidity	and	give	the	wine	body	in	the	middle	palate	where

higher	sugars	or	alcohol	usually	reign.		And	while	few	sparkling

wines	are	made	from	wild	blueberries--perhaps	because	of	perceived

complexity--the	process	can	be	very	simple:	fruit,	yeast	and	liqueur	de

tirage.		This	is	the	technique	of	Champagne,	where	the	cold	climate

makes	it	difficult	to	ripen	grapes	for	still	wines.		Secondary

fermentation	in	bottle	is	the	essential	magic	of	Champagne.		

Looking	to	their	traditions	shows	us	the	way.	

3:	Wine



Harvest



Wild	blueberries	ripen	from	July	to	September,	sweetening	from

midcoast	to	Downeast	as	summer	lengthens.		Taste	the	fruit	-

harvest	(or	buy)	when	it’s	delicious	yet	still	braced	by	tartness.

When	the	balance	is	right,	you	won’t	need	to	add	sugar	or	acid.

A	refractometer	can	help	you	make	the	decision--a	good	rule	of

thumb	is	somewhere	around	12	Brix,	but	every	batch	is	different,

and	you’ll	see	how	sugar	and	flavor	come	together.		Don’t	let	a

number	dictate	your	taste.		There	are	more	right	answers	than

wrong	in	the	pursuit	of	quality.		And	you	will	notice	a	lot	of

variation	in	taste,	color	and	characteristics	between	fruit	from	the

same	field--and	even	from	the	same	plant.

Raking	wild	blueberries	collects	quite	a	few	leaves,	stems	and

grasses,	and	you’ll	have	to	decide	how	to	deal	with	them.		The

purest	fruit	yields	the	richest	young	wine.		Yet	the	leaves	are

packed	with	antioxidants	and	compounds	that	may	help	aging,

though	they	can	impart	copper	penny	and	bitter	tea	taste	to	a

young	wine.				

4:	Harvest



Winnowing



If	you	do	want	to	winnow	out	the	leaves,	you	need	a	winnower,	and

a	good	place	to	start	is	to	find	an	old	Emil	Rivers.		These	were	the

field	operated	machines	of	the	1950's	and	are	effective	if	antique;

wood	chassis	with	flywheels,	belts	and	a	whirring	turbine	fan.		The

early	models	were	gasoline	powered	but	electric	motors	replaced

them	in	recent	decades.		Look	for	a	Rivers	wherever	antiques	are	sold

and	if	one	doesn’t	turn	up,	ask	anyone	with	an	old	barn	in	Waldo,

Knox,	Hancock,	and	Washington	Counties.		Though	these	haven’t

been	used	in	a	generation	they	are	beloved	still.

Double	passing	a	tray	of	berries	through	the	winnower	will	do	a	fine

job	at	reducing	the	leaves	to	a	level	that	won’t	make	the	wine

astringent.		A	pair	of	strong	arms	can	double	winnow	a	25lb	tray	in

a	few	minutes.		And	there’s	plenty	of	room	to	upgrade--either	through

more	powerful	equipment	or	buying	fruit	that	has	already	been	well-

winnowed	by	a	grower.

5:	Winnowing



Fermenting

A	big	stainless	steel	covered	bin	is	ideal,	but	the	drums	on	the	deck	of	most

lobster	boats	-	FDA	compliant	plastic	55	gal	drums	-	serve	perfectly	as	small

fermenters.		With	a	capacity	of	about	300	lbs	of	fresh	blueberries	(filling	only

¾	full	so	it	doesn’t	bubble	over,	covered	loosely	for	protection	with	ventilation)

these	drums	are	low	cost	and	easy	to	clean.		

Fruit	will	ferment	spontaneously	because	yeast	are	everywhere:	in	the	air,	on

the	fruit,	your	hands	and	tools.		You	don’t	need	to	buy	yeast	if	you	don’t	want

to,	but	the	conventionally-trained	winemaker	adds	rehydrated	yeast	(usually

Saccharomyces,	the	naturally	occurring	yeast	most	associated	with	wine)	for

more	control	as	soon	as	the	fruit	is	in	the	fermenter--this	emphasizes	the

character	of	the	wild	blueberry	over	any	wild	microbes	at	play.		Yet	wild

microbes	are	a	growing	part	of	21st	century	beverage	craft--think	natural	wine,

Lambic	beer--and	worthy	of	experimentation.		In	addition	to	wild

Saccharomyces,	the	two	other	major	players	are	Acetobacter	(balsamic-like,	but

can	potentially	lead	to	ethyl-acetate,	aka	the	nail	polish	remover	aroma)	and

Brettanomyces	(known	for	its	barnyard	flavors).

The	metabolic	activity	of	the	yeast	heats	up	a	fermenter	-	and	heat	increases

extraction.		This	can	be	good	up	to	a	point	and	a	small	vat	will	stay	cool

naturally	due	to	the	high	surface	area.		Above	33℃,	the	yeast	begin	to	die.

Other	than	that	warning,	there	are	no	rules	for	quality.		Lower	temperatures

preserve	aromatic	delicacy,	hotter	temps	increase	a	wine’s	body.	

6:	Fermenting
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Drain	+	Press



Draining	and	pressing	after	fermentation	requires	food	grade	hose,

pump	and	a	press.		A	screen	to	keep	the	berries	out	while	pumping	is

also	essential,	as	is	a	food	grade	HDPE	shovel	to	dig	out	the	must	for

loading	the	press.		Draining	is	easy	work	whereas	pressing	is	hard	-

but	no	harder	than	raking	blueberries.		About	⅔	of	the	wine	will	drain

freely	from	the	must	while	the	remainder	must	be	squeezed.		A	basket

press	with	a	bladder	that’s	pressurized	by	either	a	garden	hose	or	an

air	compressor	is	the	entry	level	equipment.		If	you	don’t	want	to

trouble	yourself	and	you	don’t	mind	the	low	yields	of	just	the	screen-

drained	wine	then	you	don’t	need	to	get	a	press,	but	it’s	essential	for	a

commercially	sustainable	winery.		

Deciding	when	to	press	is	a	matter	of	taste,	but	don’t	wait	too	long	as

the	CO2	produced	by	fermentation	protects	the	wine	from	air.		Once

fermentation	stops,	oxygen	will	begin	to	change	the	flavors,	developing

aldehydes	like	a	browning	apple	core.		It	also	will	spur	Acetobacter

into	action	and	the	wine	will	become	vinegar-sour.		Pressing	during

fermentation	is	also	something	to	explore.		Even	pressing	before

fermentation,	the	way	white	wines	are	made,	is	worth	exploring,

perhaps	making	a	lighter	and	fruity	style.

7:		Drain	+	Press



Aging



In	time,	the	pulp	and	yeast	will	settle	under	gravity	through	the	cold	of

winter,	clarifying	the	wine.		Aging	does	much	more	than	this	function

alone,	as	many	flavors	seems	to	require	the	passage	of	time.		Barrels	are

a	traditional	aging	vessel	but	are	not	essential.		An	oak	barrel,

particularly	new,	will	impart	flavor,	especially	the	classic	Burgundy	or

Bordeaux	228L	barrel,	fashioned	from	properly	split,	seasoned	and

toasted	100	year	old	Quercus	petraea	and	Quercus	robur,	that	co-

evolved	with	grape	wine.	That	being	said,	the	unmentioned	and	most

important	property	of	a	barrel	is	keeping	wine	in	and	air	out,	so	a

“flavorless”	stainless	steel	or	HDPE	tank	will	work	too.		

Whatever	the	aging	vessel,	the	important	thing	is	to	keep	it	topped	up	to

limit	the	wine’s	air	exposure.		Evaporative	loss	and	thermal	contraction

during	the	winter	will	reduce	the	volume	and	create	space.		If	that	space--

aka	ullage--is	not	replaced	with	more	wine,	a	film	yeast	will	grow.		So

best	to	keep	the	vessel	as	full	as	possible	without	being	too	fussy	about	it.

The	extraordinary	antioxidants	of	wild	blueberries	will	counter	oxidative

degradation	up	to	a	certain	point,	and	their	powerful	effects	mean

sulfites--often	added	to	prevent	oxidation	and	microbe	action--aren’t

necessary.		How	long	should	the	wine	sleep?		A	few	months	at	least,	but

as	long	as	you’d	like.	

8:	Aging



Racking



You’ll	need	to	rack	the	wine	before	you	bottle.		Racking	is	like

decanting,	but	instead	of	lifting	a	vessel,	clear	wine	is	siphoned	or

pumped	off	of	the	settled	solids,	or	lees	--	so	named	for	the	French

“lit”,	or	bed.		Racking	is	done	fast	at	first,	but	slow	the	pump	as	you

get	down	near	the	level	of	solids,	using	a	flashlight	on	the	hose	or

surface	to	be	sure.		A	little	patience	goes	a	long	way	here.		If	you

don’t	get	it	perfectly	the	first	time,	you	have	the	opportunity	to	improve

on	subsequent	rackings.		Any	solids	picked	up	the	first	time	will	settle

over	the	course	of	time	and	the	job	can	be	done	again.		

The	next	step,	tirage	bottling,	can	be	forgiving	up	to	a	point	and

absolutely	crystalline	pure	wine	is	not	necessary.		But	any	significant

amount	of	solids	in	the	wine	can	lead	to	eruptions	later	on.	

9:	Racking



Tirage



A	simple	gravity	flow	filler	works	just	fine	to	put	the	wine	into	a	bottle.

You’ll	need	glass	that	can	sustain	up	to	6	bar.		Tirage	bottling	means

combining	the	wine	with	additional	sugar	and	yeast,	which	together	will

generate	carbon	dioxide	as	the	yeast	converts	sugars	into	alcohol.		This

step	is	more	forgiving	for	wild	blueberry	wine,	with	a	pH	of	3.5	and

alcohol	of	7-8%,	than	for	Champagne’s	pH	3.1	and	11%	alcohol.		But

getting	the	ratio	and	temperature	right	is	important	for	this	“secondary”

fermentation,	otherwise	the	final	product	will	lack	fizz	or	erupt.

To	tirage	bottle,	wield	your	calculator	to	mix	sugar	well	into	room

temperature	wine	at	a	recommended	concentration	of	20-24g/L--it	should

taste	sweet	and	be	evenly	mixed	through.		Mix	in	the	yeast,	taking	care	to

hydrate	and	build	up	the	alcohol	beforehand.		This	step	of	building	the

liqueur	de	tirage	takes	days	if	not	weeks	(depending	on	the	volume	and

temperature)	and	care	should	be	taken	not	to	shock	the	yeast.		Once	in

bottle,	apply	crown	caps	and	store	cool	but	not	cold.		Secondary

fermentation	will	proceed	for	a	month	or	two,	at	which	point	the	wine

should	be	dry,	with	no	sugar	remaining.		

A	daring	alternative	is	to	bottle	a	very	young	wine	still	going	through	a

primary	fermentation	that	finishes	in	bottle,	producing	bubbles.		This

Méthode	Ancestrale	produces	a	pétillant	naturel	wine	and	can	be	a

rustically	appealing	shortcut.	

10:		Tirage	Bottling



Riddling	+
Disgorging	



While	the	bottles	lay	on	their	side	like	sardines	(a	cage	or	box	is

versatile	but	an	angle	between	a	floor	and	a	wall	will	do	fine	too)	the

yeast	will	metabolize	the	sugar,	adding	about	a	percent	of	alcohol	to

the	final	amount,	raising	from	7	to	8%.

It	doesn’t	take	long	for	the	yeast	to	eat	all	the	sugar	and	die,	leaving

behind	a	little	alcohol	and	a	lot	of	carbon	dioxide	as	they	settle	to	the

bottom,	where	they	will	slowly	split	open	and	impart	mysterious

flavors	to	the	wine.		That’s	why	Champagne	requires	three	years	for

vintage	labeled	bottles.		The	path	is	less	clear	for	sparkling	wild

blueberry	wine,	but	you	can	get	decent	results	after	just	a	few	months

of	“lees	aging”	as	its	called.		Before	disgorging	and	corking,	you’ll

need	to	“riddle”	the	wine,	turning	bottles	upside	down	(in	a	case	or

cage)	and	jostling	to	settle	all	the	yeast	into	the	neck	for	complete

eviction.	

11:		Riddling	+	Disgorging	

To	disgorge:	you	will	need	a	disgorging

key	and	an	online	video	(search

“Dégorgement	à	la	volée”)	and	after	a

few	bottles	you’ll	have	the	hang	of	it.	



ClosureCorks	or	Crowns

Cap	+	Label



Champagne	corks	are	impossible	to	insert	by	hand.		With	a	manual

corker	and	musselet	twister	you	can	cork	and	hood	about	a	couple

cases	of	wine	per	hour.		If	you	want	to	go	faster,		you’ll	need	to

spend	some	money	on	a	semi-automatic	corker/hooder.	A	totally

acceptable	alternative	is	to	use	crown	caps	for	closing	your	bottles

instead	of	corks.		They	might	not	seem	as	classy,	but	they	are	super

easy	and	effective.		And	a	sturdy	manual	or	semi-auto	crown	capper

is	a	lot	less	expensive.	Crown	caps	come	in	two	sizes	so	make	sure

you	have	the	correct	size	for	your	bottle.

Applying	labels	can	be	tedious	and	after	a	few	cases	you’ll	wish	you

had	a	semi-automatic	machine.	As	for	the	words	on	the	labels,

complying	with	the	Tax	and	Trade	Bureau	Certificate	of	Label

Approval	regulations	is	not	so	easy.		If	your	wine	is	below	7%

alcohol,	or	if	you	will	not	be	selling	your	wine	outside	of	Maine,	you

won’t	need	to	apply	for	a	COLA.		However,	you	will	need	to	comply

with	Food	and	Drug	Administration	labeling	guidelines.		

12:		Cap	+	Label



Drink	it!



Wild	blueberry	sparkling	wine	is	a	great	food	wine.		And	not	just	any

foods.		What	we’ve	noticed	is	that	it	has	a	special	affinity	for	the

savory	and	elemental	flavors	of	shellfish,	cured	meat,	aged	cheese,

mushrooms,	tomatoes,	seaweeds,	and	soy,	among	others.		What	these

foods	all	share	are	the	characteristics	of	umami,	the	mysterious	“fifth”

taste	named	after	the	Japanese	word	for	“deliciousness”	--	an	inherent

savoriness	that	doesn’t	come	from	salt	but	from	a	food’s	natural,	deep,

dark	intensity.

We	don’t	know	exactly	why,	yet,	but	the	unique	qualities	of	the	wild

blueberry	ferment	into	the	perfect	complement	for	these	kind	of	foods.

Tart,	bubbly,	with	good	acidity	and	mineral	bass	notes,	featuring

modest	alcohol	at	7-8%	and	unique	kinds	of	tannin	that	are	more	subtle

and	less	reactive	than	grapes’,	wild	blueberry	sparkling	wine	can

counterbalance	richness	yet	stand	up	to	strong	flavors.		The	wine

dances	a	line	between	refined	Champagne	and	bubbly	cider.		Its

perfect	Maine	match	may	be	rich	buttery	lobster	or	lightly	fried	clams,

but	the	citrus,	balsam,	and	earth	complexity	of	pure,	dry	sparkling	wild

blueberry	wine	shines	in	many	combinations,	including	creative

cocktails.		

13:		Drink	it!
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