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I very immodestly consider myself a wine expert, and a purist at that. At first, I never paid very much attention to food. It was simply what came with my wine. I cringed when waiters in restaurants brought the food menu first, treating the wine selection as an afterthought. Anyone who didn’t consider wine as first and foremost, and who didn’t insist that the food bow to the superior power of the grape, was a heathen, in my book. But no more. I no longer ridicule food writers or those attention-hungry chefs who become pop stars (well, not as much as I used to). For I have married the enemy: a foodie.


Do not get me wrong, I am not a stranger to good food. I come from one of those rare American households where fast food and cola drinks were verboten, where dinner was a formal ritual, and where every meal was fresh. In addition, for more than twelve years I wallowed in gastronomic excess while living in France, scouring the daily markets for the freshest produce, making hundreds of pots of homemade confiture, and attending almost every Michelin-star restaurant opening. I even prepared and ate things that still wriggled in the dish when served. I did the French thing—wholly and completely. But as the editor of a French wine magazine, I did it from a wine drinker’s perspective. With hindsight, however, I realize that a love and knowledge of food was slowly infusing into my subconscious, without my knowledge or consent.


My foodie owns a wonderful restaurant on London’s Portobello Road. I found myself surrounded. I had no choice but to convert. Now, all day long, magnificent odors waft about me. I find myself engrossed in conversation with the chefs over how long squid should be marinated for the ceviche, which spices would best liven up the vegetarian dishes, and which wines would best complement the new menus.


Suddenly I was speaking another language. I was dragged out to the English countryside and force-fed a diet of freshly picked wild raspberries, duck egg omelets, muntjac chops from the neighbors’ land with juniper berries, homegrown salads filled with nasturtium leaves, flowers, rose petals, chives, arugula, three different varieties of mint, lavender, and rosemary from the garden. Not to mention fresh oysters with horseradish and lime, sashimi of salmon with wasabi and fresh ginger, sweet potato with peanut and coriander pesto, roast pork with crackling, and banoffee pie. My foodie had introduced me to the other side of the equation—my taste buds couldn’t keep up. It worked. I was seduced. He didn’t get me drunk, he just got me properly fed—something I was told could never happen in England!


It was fun. It was interesting. And suddenly it all made sense. We can only really know and understand wine and the taste of it if we know and understand the same about food. They are mated for life.


The tradition of enjoying food and wine together is nothing new…obviously. Man has been enjoying all the musts of all the vines ever yielding their fruit since Adam met Eve. In fact, I am sure that Adam and Eve had a lovely chilled carafe of their favorite tipple, most probably a Muscat from Alexandria, to enjoy with that apple, just as soon as they got rid of that pesky snake. Wine and fortified drinks were never a luxury, nor an indulgence. They were a necessity where fresh water was lacking.


We’re pretty adept at this ancient ritual: We whip up a Filetto di Maiale Gratinato, deftly uncork a bottle of cool, crisp Chianti, throw on some Pavarotti, light some candles, et voilà! We’ve usually mastered this scenario (and what follows!) by the time we leave college. But why does this classic combination work so well? How did we know that the thyme, rosemary, and sage as well as the pecorino in this pork fillet dish would go so nicely with the Sangiovese grape in the wine? We are all familiar with the golden rules of wine service, passed to us through years of Sunday lunches with the family or gleaned from the jacket flaps of recipe books. Rules such as “white meat takes white wine, and red meat, red wine”; “white wine before red”; and so on. But did you ever stop to think why? Why do food and wine taste the way they do, and why are these tastes so varied?


With today’s plethora of international foods and wines available, the choices can become overwhelming. If you are confused as to how to match wine with food, put away your vodka tonic and despair no more. It is easier than you think. For, despite the apparent complexity of matches, you have been deceived. Most information available to us takes a generic and simplistic approach: We are told that lamb goes well with red wine, for example. Or it goes to the other extreme and is overly specific: Icelandic lamb of a specific age with a curry and coconut milk sauce with a dash of coriander and parsley goes well with “so-and-so’s wine of one or two particular vintages of the last decade, unattainable in the States, made of an obscure grape variety, served at 15° Celsius.”


In fact, it is not the lamb you should be worrying about at all. Here is the secret: Marry the dominant flavor of the dish (usually found in the sauce) to the dominant grape variety of the wine. This is the crux of the situation. Basic ingredient meets basic ingredient (worry about texture and weight later).


The next secret to know is that nature has taken care of food and wine pairings for us: Wine grapes and foodstuffs that are soil bedfellows will marry well. Following the lead from the European regional food and wine pairings is the key to then extrapolating and experimenting with your own matches. What to do if you do not live in Puglia, Rioja, Provence, or the Mosel Valley?


Every country or region that is known for a particular specialty produces a wine or other alcoholic beverage intended to strike the perfect accord with its food. Usually it is also a homegrown product created from pretty much the same ingredients that are in the food. The Romans drink Frascati Superiore Secco with their spaghetti alla carbonara, the Swiss enjoy Chasselas with their cheese fondue, the North Africans choose fig alcohol and mint tea with their couscous, the Russians serve vodka with their borscht, and the Scandinavians appreciate aquavit with their gravlax.


These rich food and drink pairings are often regional. In France, one drinks Riesling with choucroute garnie à l’alsaciènne, Sancerre with Chavignol cheese, and Sauternes with foie gras. None of this has come about by accident, but by design—nature’s design. Wine is simply made from grapes, and grapes are fruit, which are grown just like any other fruit or crop. Fruits born of the same soil, in the same climate, and of the same environment, very naturally make perfect bedfellows.


Living in the United States, or any New World country for that matter, makes food and wine pairings difficult. The US is a smorgasbord of international cuisine with exciting and creative twists continually infusing our culture, but it has no native wine grapes, and has imported a mishmash of every European noble grape variety instead. This is why we need to study the elements of food and wine more closely.


An Indian lamb curry dish may be better with a spicy, acidic white such as a Gewürztraminer, whereas a classic lamb roast in gravy with roast potatoes and mint sauce would prefer a rich Pauillac or New World Cabernet Sauvignon. (Note that Cabernet Sauvignon is the dominant grape variety used in the Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, and Merlot-Bordeaux blend in Pauillac.) But we can make things even easier. It is not just about Indian food going best with spicy whites and Chinese with tannic reds—but about the sweet, sour, salty, or spicy flavor of the food going with the sweetness, acidity, bitterness, or astringency of the wine. Nowhere does there exist a complete compilation of dishes with an explanation of why things taste the way they taste, and therefore match or don’t match. This guide will provide that information.


In addition to listing specific dishes, you will also be given an explanation from the specific to the general. Illogical, you might say, but working first with specific flavors, then their groups, then the dishes, does make sense. You will discover the reasons why some pairings work and others don’t, how the classic marriages developed, how to vary taste themes without disastrous results, and the industry secrets and remedies when dealing with wine’s sworn enemies.


So with more food and wine choices available than ever before, where does one begin? If you understand the workings of flavor groups, then you will easily master the game of food and wine matches. This guide will put you in control of your palate and your imagination. Part 1 explains what gives wine its taste, and we go much farther than simply the grape variety—we go to its true origins and examine everything about its composition. In part 2, we do the same with food, thus making very clear the analogous relationship of food and wine. In part 3, the extensive cross-reference should cover every imaginable match you could conceive. If you find any oversights or omissions, please do not hesitate to let me know!


When you understand why food and wine taste as they do, you can understand why and how the classic rules have developed, which then gives you the freedom and confidence to break or adapt them in clever and personal ways.


Take sweet white wines, for example. The English call them “dessert” wines—how shortsighted! A good sweet white can be served alone as an aperitif, with a first course of foie gras or quiche, with a main course of roast pork stuffed with prunes or apricots, with a fruit salad or a green salad made with walnuts, and is sublime with blue cheese, Roquefort, mild and strong goat cheeses (but not the sweet, creamy kind), and Epoisses or Beau-fort cheeses. And all of this before you even get to dessert! Another surprise is Champagne. We forget that there are enough variations in Champagne styles to take a meal from beginning to end—nothing beats ending a meal with a light and digestible Champagne.


So break all the rules. The essential element is that both personalities are respected and complemented, and that neither one is dominated. If a wine has brought forward an aspect of the food, and the food has reinforced an element of the wine, then a successful match had been made.


Let pleasure be your guide.


—Linda Johnson-Bell
Linda@TheWineLady.com
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Acid, acetic Acid found in all wine, though usually present in tiny quantities. Excess amounts cause the wine to turn to vinegar.


Acid, ascorbic Acid with an antioxidizing effect, often added to wine just before bottling. It is only effective in the presence of sulfur dioxide.


Acid, citric Acid found particularly in citrus fruit but also present in lesser quantities in grapes. White grapes, especially those affected by noble rot, contain more than red grapes. As an additive, it is strictly controlled by law.


Acid, lactic Acid that appears during the malolactic fermentation of the wine when malic acid changes into carbon dioxide and lactic acid. Eventually this fades and becomes imperceptible in tasting.


Acid, malic Once the grape ripens, the malic acid present at high levels in the green grapes decreases. Its tart taste of green apples makes it easily recognizable. The hotter the year, the faster it decreases during the ripening process, which is why it is more apparent when the weather has been colder.


Acid, tartaric Regarded as the most “noble” acid, tartaric acid has more acidifying power than the other acids contained in wine, and is not commonly found in fruits other than grapes. The tartaric acid content goes down as the grape ripens, then varies depending on the weather.


Acidify To add lemon juice or vinegar to a sauce or cooked dish.


Acidity, fixed The total of all the acids contained in the fruit itself, such as tartaric acid, malic acid, lactic acid.


Acidity, real Intensity of acidity, usually expressed in pH (potential hydrogen), is expressed on a scale from 0 to 7, with 7 representing total neutrality. The usual pH varies around 3 to 4 on this scale.


Acidity, total Combined total of volatile acidity and fixed acidity. This naturally varies depending upon whether seasons are cold (when the grapes are too acid) or hot (when the grapes are overripe). It is on the basis of these figures and of the legal standards that the decision to acidify or disacidify a wine is made.


Acidity, volatile In small quantities (0.3–0.4 gram per liter), excess volatile acids are strictly controlled by law. Only levels below 0.9 gram per liter (production) and 1 gram per liter (retail trade) are tolerated, quantities higher than this making the wine too sour. This acidity, mainly made up of acetic acid, increases as the wine ages.


Acidulation Adding acid to wine made from grapes deficient in natural acid in order to bring the wine into balance. Acidulation is legal in California (where the warmer climates keep acid levels down) but illegal in France. It is interesting to note that adding sugar (chaptalization) is legal in France but illegal in California.


Aerate Exposing wine to air during decanting. It allows any trapped odors to escape from an older wine and a younger wine to let off a bit of steam.


Aioli A Mediterranean mayonnaise made with garlic, egg yolks, and oil.


Al dente A term used for describing the perfect texture of cooked pasta: tender but still slightly firm to the bite. Because each type of pasta (lasagne, fettuccine, penne, tagliatelli, rigatoni, fusilli, et cetera) demands a different cooking time, it is essential to test pasta regularly during its preparation.


Alcohol An essential element in wine, alcohol is produced during fermentation, when enzymes created by the yeasts change the sugar content of the grape juice into alcohol, carbon dioxide, and heat. The level of alcohol varies from less than 7ºC to more than 15º degrees in wine. To obtain one degree of alcohol, eighteen grams of sugar must be added per liter for white wines and seventeen grams per liter for red.


Ample How to describe a wine that feels full and expansive in the mouth.


Anthocyanin The red pigments in grapes that give red wine its color. The purpley-red color of young wine is almost exclusively caused by fairly unstable anthocyanin molecules, which in the course of aging join up with tannins to give the wine its ruby-red color. This polymerization of tannin and anthocyanin is helped by the dissolution of oxygen in the wine, which produces stable polymers.


Appellation The name given to a wine’s official geographic origin.


AOC Appellation d’origine contrôlée, a designation created by the French authorities to establish specific areas of production, grape varieties, minimum levels of sugar in the must and of alcohol in the wine, maximum yield per hectare, pruning of the vine, and cultivation and vinification methods.


Aromas These are the scents that a wine gives off, as absorbed by the taster’s nose and palate. Three levels of aromas can be distinguished: primary, or varietal aromas; secondary aromas resulting from the fermentation; and tertiary aromas, which develop as the wine ages. Together they form the wine’s bouquet.


Aromatic esters The term used for the compounds formed most often during fermentation by the wine’s acids and alcohols.


Astringent When a wine feels dry and tart on the upper mouth, usually due to unbalanced tannins and acidity.


Attack In French, premier attaque refers to the first impression a wine gives when tasting…literally on the tip of the tongue. Sometimes when an attack is too present, too forward, we worry that there won’t be enough extracts or substance to carry the wine the rest of the way. A first attack should be in proportion to the rest of the mouth: the palate and the finish. And in fact, a subtle first attack is hopefully a sign that there is more and better to come.


Au gratin The cooking term used for dishes that are browned in the oven or under a grill. Gratins are often made with béchamel sauce, cheese, or eggs.


Auslese German white wines made from late-harvest grapes with a high sugar concentration.


Balance The harmony among the various elements of a wine, such as acidity, sweetness, alcohol, and tannin content.


Barrel fermented Wine that is fermented in oak barrels as opposed to stainless-steel tanks.


Barrique A French term for “barrel,” the capacity of which may vary from one region to another: In the Bordeaux area, where it is most commonly used, it contains 225 liters (four barriques make one tonneau); in the Muscadet area, it contains 228 liters; in Touraine-Anjou it holds 232 liters. The traditional English equivalent is the hogshead. In France, other names are used depending on the region and capacity. See also: piece, foudre, queue.


Beerenauslese QmP German wines made from grapes affected by Botrytis cinerea, or noble rot.


Blanc, Blanco, Branco French, Spanish, Portuguese for “white.”


Blanc de Blancs “White of whites,” meaning a white wine made of white grapes, such as Champagne made from Chardonnay. It is also used as the names of some wineries’ special blends of still white wines, ranging from dry to medium-dry.


Blanc de Noirs White wine made from red or black grapes.


Bleeding The bleeding process, or saignee, consists in drawing off some of the wine during fermentation. The light-colored wine drawn off is used to make rosé wines such as Clairet in Bordeaux and Clarete in Rioja.


Blending Blending, or assemblage, is the mixing of several vats of wine varieties to make a more balanced wine and is usually performed after each variety has fermented individually. For example, Bordeaux are usually a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, and Merlot.


Bodega An agricultural estate in Spain. However, wines labeled “bodega” do not necessarily contain grapes that all come from the estate in question.


Body Used to describe a wine with good tannic structure and
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