The Rhone Valley-A Perfect Fit

I might as well admit it right off the bat.   I love the red wines of France’s Rhone Valley.   Northern Rhone, 

Southern Rhone-expensive, inexpensive-doesn’t matter, I love ‘em all.   Well, not all of them.   Let’s say 

90 percent-a pretty good return on my investment.   I’d take that on Wall Street any day.

For me, the wines of The Rhone have just the right weight, mouthfeel, and balance between fruit and earth 

that make them terrific with all kinds of food, especially barbecue, and that’s what we’re talking about 

here, isn’t it?

I’ll get to the specifics of matching Rhone reds with ‘que a little later.   First, some background on what 

makes The Rhone Valley such a special place for all pursuits vinous.   Let’s start in the Southern Rhone.   

The most famous region here is Chateauneuf du Pape.   Chateauneuf du Pape was the first declared 

Appellation in France (the government system for regulating wine-growing areas).   That occurred nearly 

70 years ago.   Today, Chateauneuf du Pape is one of my favorite wines in the world, and a particular “go 

to” wine when I’ve got things out on the grill on in the smoker.   There are no fewer than 13 grape varietals 

that can be used in the production of Chateauneuf du Pape, including some you may be familiar with: 

Grenache, Syrah, and Mourvedre, and others you’ve likely never encountered: Muscardin, Terret Noir, and 

Picpoul Noir.   There are also hundreds of Chateauneuf du Pape producers, but only a few dozen that truly 

make wines of distinction.   And, what does a good Chateauneuf smell and taste like?   Well, for me it’s a 

combination of ripe raspberry fruit scented with chocolate, licorice, coffee, pepper, rich leather 

(Corinthian?), and sweat earth.   It’s a wine of deep color and soft, but noticeable, tannins.   A Chateauneuf 

du Pape from a good producer in a great vintage or a great producer in a good vintage has the potential to 

age for many years, yet its gregarious nature will make it hard to keep your hands off it in its youth.

Most Chateuneuf du Papes are made with a large majority of Grenache, some entirely of Grenache.   The 

Grenache gives the wine its lift, its substantial perfumed aromatics, and its raspberry kirsch-like flavors.

A portion of Syrah adds weight to the wine while also bringing along smoky, meaty, and peppery qualities.  

Put the two together and you’ve got a really interesting drink, and perhaps the perfect accompaniment to 

good  ole’ American barbecue.   I’ve got many favorites, but I’d recommend looking for the Perrin Les 

Sinards (produced by the family that owns Chateau Beaucastel-one of the very best Chateauneuf du Papes), 

and the Chateau Mont-Redon.   These wines aren’t inexpensive.   The Mont-Redon is about $40 and the 

Perrin about $30, but they’re two excellent examples of the appellations and excellent companions to 

barbecue.

There are numerous other appellations in the Southern Rhone Valley-many of them producing terrific 

barbecue-friendly wines.   Of particular note are Gigondas and Vacqueyras (don’t even try to say it, just 

point to the label).   Many of the wines from these areas offer similar grape blends as Chateauneuf du Pape-

but most often at a fraction of the price.   Vacqueyras in particular, located south of Gigondas and east of 

Chateauneuf du Pape, is turning out some sumptuous wines that are terrific values.   You can often pick up 

a really good Vacqueyras for well under $20.   The producers can be a bit spotty, so make sure to stick with 

the better known names.   Look for the aforementioned Perrin and J. Vidal Fluery (from one of the oldest 

firms in The Rhone Valley).   Gigondas is a little pricier than Vacqueyras with a longer track record 

(Vacqueyras was only granted appellation status in the last ten years or so.)   Still, 

there are some fine medium-bodied, ripe berry, slightly earthy wines that are lovely partners to 

barbecue.   I particularly like the Delas Freres Gigondas, which will set you back about $30.

It’s a different ballgame altogether in The Northern Rhone Valley.   The only red varietal used in the 

Northern Rhone, at least used under the French Appellation System, is Syrah.   The same grape the 

Aussie’s call Shiraz, the Northern Rhone Valley is its native land.   Here, it’s used to make some of the 

most stunning, long-lived, and expensive wines in the world.   Most of these are produced in the 

appellations of Hermitage and Cote-Rote, and while often ethereal, these wines are expensive ($50-$300 a 

bottle!), so they’re not really something most of us would pull out at a backyard barbecue.   Instead, let’s 

concentrate on two more modest appellations-Crozes-Hermitage and St. Joseph.   Like the rest of the

Northern Rhone, these two communes turn our red wines comprised entirely of Syrah.   They are never as 

complex or sophisticated as their most cosmopolitan cousins, but they can be quite good in their own right, 

and lovely with a nice brisket sandwich or some baby back ribs.

Syrah, or Shiraz, from Australia often makes wines that are peppery-scented and total fruit bombs-wines 

that demand attention and encourage quaffing.   The Syrah-based wines from The Northern Rhone are 

much more subdued and refined (think Paul Newman versus The Rock).   They won’t wow you with gobs 

of extracted fruit or tons of obvious flavors and aromas, but they just might seduce you with their layers of 

subtlety and waves of intriguing aromas and flavors.   Like Vacqueyras, the producers of Crozes-Hermitage 

are often hit and miss, so stick to the tried and true.   The Jaboulet Crozes-Hermitage “Les Jalets,” from one 

of the best firms in the Rhone, north or south, is a consistent winner.   With fresh blackberry and black 

currant aromas and a slightly meaty and smoky taste, the wine if the perfect addition to your grilled or 

smoked meats.   I especially like sausage with this one, and at a price of just $15 bucks, it won’t break the 

bank.  Jaboulet also produces a lip-smacking St. Joseph, a special “tete du cuvee” called Le Grand Pompee, 

which seeks to rival the pricier and more stylish wines of Hermitage and Cote Rote.   J. Vidal Fluery has a 

nice St. Joseph too.   A little more “old school” than the Jaboulet with earthy, almost musty, aromas, this 

wine might not be for beginners, but lovers of traditional wines from classic regions will certainly 

appreciate what it brings to the table.   And, with that, let’s head to the table for some great barbecue and 

and red wine from France’s Rhone Valley.

