A Warm Reception for Chile

Don’t worry American wine fans, I’m not ignoring the grapes from the home team.   There will be plenty to talk about and taste from the good ole’ U.S.A. later.   First, though, as I continue my exploration of the world of barbecue-friendly wine, I thought I’d head south of the border (way south) to Chile.

Located in the Southwest corner of South America, Chile has been described as California upside down.   Chile is long and narrow with the Pacific Ocean on one side, the Andes Mountains on the other, and a fertile valley running through the middle.   Chile’s Central Valley is home to most of the country’s

agricultural products and industries, including its wine industry.   Both protected and cooled by the proximity of the ocean and the mountains, the conditions are perfect for producing top notch wine grapes.   Chile’s been making wine for hundreds of years.   In fact, many of the prominent Chilean wineries of today had their start in the 19th century.   Vina Carmen, Vina Errazuriz, and Vina Santa Rita, are just three of the finest Chilean wineries whose roots go back more than 100 years.   But, while the Chilean wine industry has a fairly long history, at least by New World standards, its forays into fine wine are relatively new.

Only in the last 15 years or so have Chile’s wineries had the money and technology to produce world-class products.   It took the end of the Pinochet dictatorship to kick start Chilean wine.   Investment from inside and outside Chile poured into the wine industry starting in the late 80s.   Wineries were modernized and new ones built.   Concrete vats were replaced by state-of-the-art fermentation tanks.   Large, neutral casks were supplanted by new American and French Oak barriques, and millions was spent on finding the best grape varietals and the best locations and soils in which to grow those varietals.   In the past nearly all Chilean wine, white and red, came from the Maipo Valley south of Santiago.   Now, crisp, refreshing Chardonnays emanate from the chilly Cassablanca Valley, big bold Syrahs, Cabernet Sauvignons, and Merlots come from the Aconcoqua, and Colchaqua Valleys, and lovely, smoky Carmenere bottlings emerge from the Rapel Valley and beyond.   The result is a multi-national industry with ever improving wine and a myriad of options for thirsty, barbecue loving, consumers.

When it comes to picking a Chilean wine to go with your barbecue, you’ve got a lot of choices and a number of price ranges.   I’ll try to cover a little of everything.   There are quite a few reasons to appreciate Chilean wine and ‘que.   First, of all, you don’t have to spend a fortune to get a decent bottle (something that’s becoming increasingly difficult in the wine world).   Second, Chilean wine tends to be softer, less acidic, and less tannic than most Californian wine, and nearly all European wine.   The combination provides an ocean of fruity (ripe, but not sweet), medium-bodied, moderately priced offerings that go with a range of barbecue from chicken to brisket and everything in between.

I’m not generally a fan of Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, or blends of the two with barbecue.   They have a tendency to be a too austere, too acidic, and too tannic to match the smoke and zing of the meat and the sauce or rub.   But, in many Chilean versions, with those elements turned down and the soft, ripe fruit flavors and aromas turned up, Cabs, Merlots, and Cab-Merlot blends can be downright delicious with barbecue.   I especially like the Montes Merlot Special Cuvee, which for $10 serves up a plethora of plum, black cherry, and coffee flavors and aromas.   Try it with brisket.   You will not be disappointed.   The Santa Rita Reserva Cabernet Sauvignon, at about $12, is also a winner.   Sourced from grapes in and around the winery in the heart of the Maipo Valley, which is definitely Cabernet country, this wine is big but balanced with deep dark fruit flavors and a nice hint of oak to match the smoke of your meat du jour.   You could also opt for the Dallas-Conte Cabernet-Merlot.   Aged in French Oak barriques and bottled unfiltered, this wine is all about softness and elegance.   At $13 retail, it would be tough to find a wine of this quality at this price anywhere in the world!   Have this winner with a slab of ribs and some tangy Texas sauce.   Yahoo!

Finally, I’d like to talk about my two favorite varieties coming from Chile: Carmenere and Syrah.   Most people know Syrah as Shiraz-the Australian wine that’s made huge inroads here in the U.S..   There certainly isn’t the quantity of Chilean Syrah as compared to Aussie Shiraz, but there are more than a few Chilean Syrahs worth seeking out.   First and foremost, look for the Montes Alpha.   This is a blockbuster-rich and chewy with chunky, meaty flavors and smoky aromas.   It’s not for the faint of heart, so if your tastes run more toward White Zinfandel and Beaujolais Nouveau, you’re probably not going to warm to this.   But, if you like a mouthful of red wine that will leave its mark on your palette and teeth, this is the wine for you!   What’s more, its $22 retail price won’t break the bank.   Another label to look for with regards to Syrah is Arboleda.   Arboleda, part of the joint venture between The Robert Mondavi Winery and Chile’s Vina Errazuriz, produces reserve quality wines from top vineyard sites in all the major wine growing areas of Chile.   The Syrah, at less than $20, may be the best of the bunch.

Last, let me say a few words of praise for my absolute number one wine from Chile-Carmenere.   Native to France’s famed Bordeaux region, Carmenere was brought over to Chile in the late 1800’s.   Lost in the shuffle, and mistaken for Merlot for more than a century, Carmenere was rediscovered and widely replanted in the 1990s.   Noted for its smoky, spicy flavors and aromas, Carmenere produces medium-bodied wines that match perfectly with barbecue.   From pork to sausage, this is often my wine of choice when it comes to ‘cue.   And again, they’re a bargain.   The Calina Reserve Carmenere, produced at a winery owned by California giant Kendall-Jackson, is excellent at less than $10.   
Also, the Carmenere offered by long-time and very solid producers Concha y Toro and Carmen, both 

 clocking in at under $10, are straightforward, delicious examples of classic Chilean Carmenere.   I could go on, but my brisket’s done and my wine cellar awaits.   Cheers!

