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intRodUCtion | Wine and food today

As a professional wine educator I travel all over the country and around the world. Wherever 
I go, I encounter folks who share my passion for wine and food. Living out the premise of Walt 
Disney’s “It’s a Small World,” I have gone from robust dialogues about the impending harvest 
in Australia while enjoying German Riesling with street food in Singapore to discussing 
French wine over takeout Cajun gumbo and Japanese sushi from Whole Foods, washed down 
with Spanish Garnacha rosado, in the suburbs of Austin, Texas. We’re fortunate to have access 
to a dizzying range of world cuisine and wines from dozens of different grapes and in myriad 
interpretations of these varieties. This is an amazing time to expand one’s horizons in wine 
and food.

Daring Pairings is my way of capturing this pleasure of discovery and sharing it with you. 
Newly confident consumers may want to step off the main trail and onto a less-traveled path 
but still feel scared of getting lost. I want to help you overcome that hesitation and to bolster 
your desire to learn with information that is useful and approachable. As your master som-
melier, I want to introduce the approach of “trusted discovery” to your daily wining and din-
ing, at home and in your travels.

In Daring Pairings, we move beyond the basic grapes and wines covered in Perfect Pairings 
and venture into a landscape of lesser-known global offerings. Grapes like Albariño, Xinoma-
vro, and Roussanne are as compelling in their own right as Riesling, Syrah, and Chardonnay. 
Grüner Veltliner may sound like an Austrian sobriety test, but it is increasingly popular in 
bistros and cafés of many culinary styles. Tempranillo, a key ambassador for Spain’s wine in-
dustry, is also becoming familiar in non-Spanish restaurants. Most people simply haven’t been 
exposed to many of these emerging varietal wines, but they are worth getting to know.

First I look at how the wine world reached this happy point and examine the various players 
in the wine industry who have helped to shape it. Then I review the basic principles of tasting 
wine and pairing it with foods. Finally, I lead you through the maze of grapes. To ensure a more 
pleasurable voyage, I have selected three dozen of my favorite lesser-known grapes. Some of 
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them you may already know; if you don’t, you can expect to hear more about them in coming 
years. I describe where and how each wine is made, its distinctive characteristics, and other va-
rietal wines that resemble it in some respects. (If you’re new to the language of winemaking and 
wine, you may want to consult the glossary for definitions of winegrowing and tasting terms.)

Because wine is best enjoyed and appreciated with food, each grape profile includes recom-
mendations for pairing with meals and a cheese plate, and also includes a recipe created by a 
noted chef to complement that grape’s unique flavors and attributes. Take thirty-six unsung 
grapes and thirty-six delicious dishes, and you are on the road to epicurean diversity and dis-
covery! So grab your passport and get ready to journey from A to X, Aglianico to Xinomavro.

tHe Wine WoRld and its inFlUenCes

In 2005, according to London’s International Wine and Spirit Record, the United States became 
the global leader in wine consumed (by dollar value) as well as the world’s biggest market for 
exporters. The same study points out that sometime between 2008 and 2010, depending on 
the health of the national economy, the United States will not only spend more on wine but 
also, collectively, drink more of it than any other country—though it still lags behind tradi-
tional wine-drinking nations such as Spain, Italy, and France (and even Malta and Guatemala), 
in per capita consumption.* Americans are becoming increasingly comfortable with wine, in-
corporating it more into our daily lives and, as with food, thirsting to learn and broaden our 
horizons with new tasting experiences. With wine, the proverbial glass is clearly half full.

Imports have reached record levels, now accounting for more than 25 percent of the total 
U.S. wine market.† Italian and Australian imports dominate, but nations such as Chile, France 
(whose wine industry has been revitalized), Spain, and more recently, Austria, Argentina, and 
Greece are also supplying a growing number of the bottles on American store shelves and wine 
lists. Americans still prefer to drink local: it’s just that the definition of local has changed over 
the years. California has more than 2,400 wineries, which constitute 49 percent of all wineries 
in the United States, but all fifty states are now producing wine commercially. Other key play-
ers include Washington State, with more than 550 wineries; Oregon, with more than 370; and 
New York, with around 270. Quality wines now emanate from states as diverse as Michigan 
(which has 110 wineries), Maryland (40), and even Montana (11). Combine this range of na-
tional diversity with free-trade agreements, competitive market conditions, and a globalized 
economy and you have perfect conditions for an exciting, dynamic, and healthy market sup-
plying a growing number of well-informed wine drinkers.

Many different factors have helped to create today’s climate, in which wine is savored and 

*  “Per Capita Wine Consumption,” California Wine Institute, www.wineinstitute.org/resources/worldstatistics/
article44, August 24, 2007.

† Vinexpo/IWSR, www.marketwire.com/press-release/Vinexpo-713461.html, 2007.



int rodUC tion 3

respected. As with the individual grape varieties that make up a great red Bordeaux, a com-
plex Champagne cuvée, or a wonderful Spanish Rioja, the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts.

north american Winemakers

In the mid-1980s I attended a panel on the future of wine at the Monterey Wine Festival. Most 
of us listened with no more than polite attention—until the microphone was passed to Ran-
dall Grahm.

Grahm, the guiding force behind California’s Bonny Doon Vineyard, is considered the 
 ringleader of the wine industry’s bad boys. Many of his innovations—his edgy and fun pack-
aging, his decisive switch from corks to screw caps, and his championing of unconventional 
 varieties—have become mainstream. But in the 1980s, his convictions and opinions were new 
and, to many, sacrilegious. At this panel, Grahm proclaimed that our Mediterranean climate 
was far better suited to warmer climate varietals (grapes from the Rhône, Spain, and Italy) and 
that growers would be best served by pulling out the massive acreage planted in Chardonnay 
and Cabernet and replanting with these other grapes. The rest of the panel visibly moved to 
distance themselves from this heretical point of view.

I think we are all glad that much of the great stock of California Cabernet Sauvignon and 
Chardonnay has been left in the magical spots where it was planted. That said, Randall Grahm 
has contributed greatly to the diversity of wines, grapes, and winemaking styles found in the 
United States today. An increase in plantings of Syrah and other southern French grapes, a 
focus on Grenache as more than just a blending grape, and the introduction of unheard-of 
grapes like Freisa and Teroldego are just a few of his legacies. His latest enterprise, in Wash-
ington State, to focus his efforts on Riesling, Grüner Veltliner, and Chenin Blanc has undoubt-
edly been viewed as quixotic, but time will likely again prove him right.

Of course, many other vintners have taken equally radical stances. Jim Clendenen (of Au 
Bon Climat) and Bob Lindquist (of Qupé) in Santa Barbara County have experimented effec-
tively with grapes like Vermentino and Arneis, and the importer Bob Haas has successfully 
planted all of the great Châteauneuf-du-Pape grapes for his Tablas Creek winery’s red and 
white blends and became the primary source of vine cuttings for all serious American produc-
ers who crave grapes like Counoise and Vaccarèse. Michael Havens started playing with Al-
bariño at his eponymous winery even before the variety grew beyond its northeastern Spanish 
roots; Marimar Torres’s contemporary efforts with Tempranillo clones in Sonoma County’s 
Green Valley are well documented. And Rudy von Strasser was inspired to plant Grüner Velt-
liner on Napa Valley’s Diamond Mountain.

Such daring does not stop at the California border. Earl Jones of Abacela Winery in Oregon’s 
Umpqua Valley and Doug McCrea of McCrea Cellars in eastern Washington State have chal-
lenged the status quo in their regions by offering Rhône and other Mediterranean grapes.  
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The intrepid efforts of vintners like these have given American wines the panoply of flavors 
we savor today.

importers

While North American growers are helping to expand American palates by producing exciting 
new varieties and blends, many wine importers have also contributed to the effort by supply-
ing an array of great wines from around the world to American stores, restaurants, and dinner 
tables. In addition, their influence has persuaded some overseas winemakers to tweak the 
styles of their wines in order to satisfy consumers. Closer to home, good importers can be reli-
able guides when you’re shopping for unfamiliar wines, and I list a number of recommended 
importers in the back of the book.

Critics

Like them or not, wine critics wield considerable influence over the industry, whether through 
encyclopedic wine reference books, websites, or the “shelf talkers” in a wine store (those little 
cards describing a wine). The opinions of the Wine Spectator, Robert Parker, Jancis Robinson, 
Eric Asimov of the New York Times, the team of John Brecher and Dorothy J. Gaiter at the Wall 
Street Journal, and Wilfred Wong at BevMo largely determine what we drink—and can make 
or break wineries.

How seriously should wine drinkers follow their recommendations? My two cents is that the 
difference between a wine that scores 89 on somebody’s scale and one scoring in the low 90s is 
negligible. Evaluating a wine is like interpreting art or music—it’s personal. The critics’ palates, 
however sophisticated, aren’t always the best guides to the wines that you will enjoy or that will 
work with your style of dining. You should use wine scores for initial guidance, compare them 
with your own reactions, and learn to trust yourself as the ultimate judge and jury.

Wine critics do play an indispensable role in seeking out and promoting new grapes, wines, 
and winemakers. If it weren’t for writers like Jancis Robinson, James Halliday, and Steve Tan-
zer, there are hundreds of wines I would never have tried, regions I might never have explored, 
and grapes I might never have heard of (much less be able to pronounce). In the dynamic world 
of wine, we need good guides, arbiters, and chroniclers. Just remember that the opinions of 
those who write are just that—opinions—and that each of us is entitled to our own views. Be-
coming a good judge of wine is simply a matter of trusting your own palate enough to deter-
mine whether or not you like a particular wine. And you really don’t need anyone to tell you 
that, do you?

Consultants

Also influencing the world of wine are consultants, who assist estates and wineries in crafting 
wines to conform to specific profiles, based on their perceptions of consumer taste and the 
marketplace.
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The moniker flying winemaker refers to a small number of talented winemakers who fly all 
over the world dispensing advice to wineries (for a price). A few big names—Michel Rolland 
(and his equally gifted wife, Dany), Jacques and François Lurton, and Alberto Antonini, among 
others—seem to get much of the press, but other powerful consultants include Philippe  Melka, 
Paul Hobbs and Helen Turley in California, Telmo Rodríguez and Alvaro Palacios in Spain, 
 Riccardo Cotarella in Italy, and Stéphane Derenoncourt in France. Because wine quality is now 
generally quite high overall, consultants focus less on quality control than on specific tech-
niques and strategies to help producers craft wines that will appeal broadly to consumers and 
critics. These include micro-oxygenation, harvesting grapes at extreme ripeness (resulting in 
higher alcohol levels), and insisting on very low yields (for greater flavor concentration and 
greater expression of terroir). However, because these strategies are disseminated by the same 
consultants to winemakers in so many different regions, critics argue that they are causing 
wines to become homogenized. This is the topic of many wine-geek dialogues and the focus of 
the documentary Mondovino (which is worth watching). The best efforts blend their deftly 
applied fairy dust with a genuine regard for the appellation and grapes, but the less successful 
ones result in high-quality products with little distinctive identity. So, in the end, you need to 
consider each wine on its own merits.

sommeliers

As a former sommelier myself, I have strong opinions about how important waitstaff and som-
meliers are in guiding consumer taste. I used to joke that if I had a dollar for every time I wrote 
the name of a wine on the back of a business card for a diner, I would have been long retired.

While more wine is sold in stores than in restaurants, most of us are more daring when din-
ing out than when hosting family and friends at home. When entertaining, we have a small 
repertoire of recipes that we rely on and an equally small range of wines we serve with those 
dishes. The practical reality is that most of us do not experiment with reckless abandon at 
home as we are afraid to bomb in front of the people we care about or want to impress. We save 
our experimentation for dining out.

People choose restaurants for a combination of reasons, including the expertise of those who 
work there. Sommeliers must be prepared to answer questions such as “What’s the best wine 
for the dish I ordered?,” “Can you bring me something great that I don’t know?,” and even “Can 
you just pick for me?” All of these questions, when asked of knowledgeable staff, can bring 
great rewards.

Retailer-client relationships can have the same result, but restaurants and wine bars have 
an advantage over retail in their ability to sell by the glass, half glass, or even two-ounce 
pour. (Most places —from an Olive Garden restaurant to Napa Valley’s celebrated French 
Laundry—will even allow you to taste the wine before you commit to the glass, and some 
restaurants may take the wine back if you don’t like it, especially if a server recommended it, 
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preferring that you get something that gives you pleasure.) Wine by the glass has really caught 
on, representing 65 percent of the restaurant industry’s wine sales. Consumers increasingly 
seem to enjoy trying two or three wines over the course of a meal, which has led to sommelier-
 selected themed flights—servings of three or more small portions of wines that go together. 
These flights are fun and easy ways to sample different (and more daring) wines, and the ar-
rangement benefits both buyers and sellers. As I always say, any wine’s best friend and best 
form of advertising is an enthusiastic sommelier!

Retailers

Perhaps the most influential players in the wine trade are the retail buyers, big and small, who 
determine what sits on their shelves and therefore what ends up on consumers’ tables. Almost 
every American city has at least one specialty wine merchant who is introducing customers to 
intriguing wines from interesting locales. And even roaming the aisles of Costco or a similar 
warehouse club can turn up edgy wines from Italy, Spain, and Chile, as well as lesser-known 
grapes like Barbera, Carmenère, and Grüner Veltliner. It’s comforting to know that as people 
are buying their year’s supply of paper towels, they can grab a case of good red wine from the 
Ribera del Duero while they are at it!

Food in tHe U.s.a.

As significant as the evolution of wine has been in America, the food revolution has been even 
more dramatic. Today, many people are demanding locally and sustainably produced foods. 
And many aging baby boomers, with their children out of the house, find themselves with ex-
tra cash to purchase tastier and better-quality ingredients and more leisure to experiment  
with new dishes and flavors. These changes are reflected in the popularity of urban farmers 
markets as well as supermarket offerings. Even in the biggest chain supermarkets you can 
usually find high-quality products such as range-fed meat and locally grown vegetables. Al-
though organic foods are still perceived by some as an expensive luxury, Wal-Mart’s recent 
entry into the organic grocery market suggests that organics are here to stay.

To me the most significant changes in American cuisine can be symbolized by the following 
two facts:

• In the 1990s, salsa surpassed ketchup as America’s number-one condiment.*

• There are more Chinese restaurants in the United States than there are outlets of Burger 
King, Wendy’s, and McDonald’s combined.†

*   Donald A. Hodgen, William Bellows, William V. Janis, and Cornelius Kenney, US Industrial Outlook, Annual, 
1993. USA Today, however, reports that the average American still consumes more than three bottles of ketch-
up per year (www.usatoday.com/news/nation/2006-06-25-us-population_x.htm, June 25, 2006).

† Gourmet, Good Living Section, March 2007.
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No longer is the typical American meal a tuna casserole or a pot roast. Today’s dinner table 
is more likely to feature enchiladas, takeout Szechuan, supermarket sushi, or microwavable 
lemon-pepper chicken. Just a few decades ago, it would have been hard to imagine that tortillas 
would be a refrigerator staple in more than 40 percent of American households (with Latinos 
still representing less than 20 percent of the nation’s population).* And I suspect that the same 
holds for soy sauce.

Besides immigration, whose impact is vivid through the introduction of new cuisines to the 
United States, three other forces have dramatically altered the face of American food: travel, 
the media, and restaurants.

travel

I doubt that President Ronald Reagan, the man who once labeled ketchup a vegetable, saw di-
versifying the American table as a key objective of his plan for the deregulation of air travel, 
but it was certainly one of the consequences.

Travel has uniquely influenced what we eat. To compete in the global economy, companies 
send employees around the country and all over the world. Encounters with new foods, be it jam-
balaya in New Orleans or pad Thai in Bangkok, give business travelers a new perspective on their 
dining and new dishes to add to their repertoire at home. For those who travel for pleasure, the 
opportunities to sample new cuisines are even greater and more enjoyable. Many friends of mine 
have become so smitten after trips to Italy that their diets have shifted from mostly hamburgers 
and roasts to a dizzying array of pastas and other Italian regional specialties. Epicurean travel 
has become a recognized pastime, with magazines and guidebooks to support it. Whether you 
want to travel the back roads of America, guided by Jane and Michael Stern’s Roadfood, or to 
sample the offerings at the Michelin-starred restaurants of Paris, it’s all possible, and if you plan 
carefully, such excursions are more affordable than we could have imagined forty years ago.

As travel has expanded our dining habits, businesses and restaurants have adapted to sat-
isfy our diversified tastes. Even going to an amusement park no longer requires gorging on 
funnel cakes, hamburgers, pizza slices, and French fries washed down with sugary sodas. At 
Disney’s Epcot Food and Wine Festival, an annual celebration, thousands of epicures engage 
in culinary adventures at food and wine booths offering tastes from around the world. In the 
course of an hour or so you can meander from Canada and the United Kingdom to Argentina 
and Japan and finish off with Morocco and France.

the Food Media

The media have played a vital part in this gastronomic revolution. Food and wine media have 
evolved beyond weekly newspaper food sections and specialty magazines to include websites, 

*   AC Nielsen study, quoted in “Pass the Salsa, Por Favor,” http://undercurrents.tmgstrategies.com/2007/04/
page/2/, April 24, 2007.
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blogs, podcasts, and network and cable television shows. We are tantalized by recipes, wine-
tasting notes, and travelogues, many of them available for free. (I list a selection of the best 
sources in the back of the book.) Vicarious taste and travel adventures can range from the ex-
otic (such as the travels of Bravo’s Anthony Bourdain to Vietnam and Brazil) to the purely 
comfortable (such as the Food Network’s Guy Fieri featuring America’s favorite diners, drive-
ins, and dives). Pick up any traditional epicurean magazine today and compare it to an issue 
from thirty years back, and you will be astonished at the differences. Long gone are the recipes 
for chocolate mousse, beef Wellington, and coq au vin that typified aspirational home cooking 
in the early to mid-1970s. Today they’ve been replaced with alternatives like lemon-thyme sor-
bet with summer berries, skirt steak with Moroccan spice rub and yogurt sauce, and Thai 
chicken stew with potato-chive dumplings. And the wine recommendations have expanded 
from expensive French bottles to include economical offerings from regions and grape variet-
ies that the late Julia Child might not recognize, such as Argentinean Malbec, Greek Xino-
mavro, and Italian Vermentino.

Restaurants

Restaurants have played a seminal role as promoters of diversity in American dining. Anyone 
interested in the place of restaurants in American culture should read The United States of Aru-
gula by David Kamp, The Last Days of Haute Cuisine by Patric Kuh, or, if you can find it, America 
Eats Out by John Mariani. We’ve come a long way, baby, as a glance at the restaurant section 
in your local Yellow Pages will show you. With passionate cooks in your neighborhood who 
have studied, trained, and traveled around the globe, you no longer need to visit Italy to  satisfy 
a yen for southern Italian food or look to Kuala Lumpur for authentic banana leaf fish.

And lest you think that this simmering excitement exists only in the realm of fine dining, 
take a look at some of the newer offerings at McDonald’s (chicken wraps with chipotle bar-
becue sauce and Asian chicken salad), Red Lobster (seafood Caesar salad, lobster pizza, and 
Bayou seafood gumbo), or Applebee’s (chicken quesadillas, teriyaki steak skewers, and 
 brus chetta burgers), and you’ll see that America’s desire to eat more daringly is pervasive. In-
creasingly advised by celebrity-chef consultants, quick-service restaurants are keenly aware of 
what drives consumer tastes and are adjusting accordingly. We’ve moved beyond the world of 
burgers, fried chicken, and color-coded wines of red, white, and pink.

Admittedly, most folks eating Big Macs aren’t thinking about wine (though a ripe Grenache 
would be a terrific match). But many of us who enjoy the local Greek restaurant, the New Eng-
land lobster shack by the pier, the Spanish-themed wine bar, or a nearby authentically Roman 
trattoria are keen to try different wines to complement these new food tastes. And you needn’t 
be a gastronomic daredevil to enjoy an unusual wine: you can also find pleasure in pairing it 
up with a classic roast chicken or simple lamb stew at home. If you simply enjoy being a little 
bit adventurous with your wine and food, this book’s for you.
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CReating PaiRings tHat WoRk

To many people, learning about pairing food and wine is like mastering a foreign language. 
Both require a little study. Both become easier with practice. And with both, you reach a point 
when your knowledge becomes reflexive.

I feel fortunate to be able to speak fluent French. For years I studied it in school, diligently 
memorizing verb tenses, vocabulary, and grammar. Then, on arriving in Paris to work, I real-
ized that despite all that study, I was far from being able to communicate, much less speak 
fluently. Nobody I worked with spoke English, and had it not been for the patience and dili-
gence of the chef with whom I worked on the line (who is still my best friend), I would have 
been sunk. He taught me argot (slang) and, more important, spoke with me, patiently and 
without judgment, for months as I listened, translated, thought about what I wanted to say, 
translated it back into French, and spoke the words to him. Five steps, every time. Then one 
day he said something, and I replied automatically, without translating and retranslating. I 
had finally begun to think in French. Since then it’s been easy.

Learning the “language” of food and wine may feel similarly forced and awkward at first. 
You may feel as if you are getting things right and wrong without knowing why, and frustrated 
by the randomness of it all. Trust me, over time it will turn from five steps (reading the recipe 
or looking at the menu, thinking about your wine selection, tasting the dish, tasting the wine, 
and deciding whether the pairing works) to two steps (picking a wine that you’re confident will 
pair with the food and then enjoying the match).

It would be self-serving for me to say that the best way to approach wine and food pairing 
is to read my previous book, Perfect Pairings. That said, those of you who have read the book 
and understand my thinking on pairing will find the process simpler this time around as we 
explore new grapes, wines, and accompanying recipes. For new readers, I summarize my ap-
proach below and adapt it to the grapes, wines, and recipes that follow.

Pairing wine and food is a lot like falling in love. In true love, we may be blind to color, race, 
religion, and gender, and we find genuine happiness with a lover based on shared values, ex-


