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WITH summer fi nally upon us there is no 
better time to watch the sunset seated in 
a good restaurant with the menu and wine 
list by your side. However, while some 
people cherish the ritual of choosing the 
wine for the table and matching it with food, 
others fi nd it an onerous task and need 
help. Call the sommelier, the person who 
should shoulder the burden and provide 
an insight into the vast oceans of wine on 
offer, as well as someone who should be on 
speaking terms with the chef. The number 
of sommeliers has grown in Australia and 
while they still seem to be a CBD creature 
it is now an accepted role played out in a 
good restaurant. 

So what should you expect from 
a sommelier? Well, anyone can call 
themselves a sommelier. The job title is not 
recognised by government, so there are no 
minimum qualifi cations, apprenticeships 
or established grades of pay. There are, 
however, a number of qualifi cations that 
sommeliers should possess; the two 
most recognised bodies are the Court of 
Master Sommelier and the Wine and Spirit 
Education Trust. This will give them the 
all-round international wine knowledge 
you would expect. A sommelier should 
be able to take control of the food and 
wine matching task and offer selections at 
different price points, as well as validating 
their recommendations. 

I take my hat off to a sommelier, as 
the cognitive challenge of the job is 
bewildering. Imagine the difficulty of 
deciding what wine would suit say this 
dish: Roasted squab breast, confi t leg, 
macadamia nut yoghurt, boudin noir, 
chocolate, baby beetroot, shichimi pepper. 
Deciding on a style of wine out of a list 
of say 250 wines with 30 different grape 
varieties is enough to make you consider 
an easier career. What is more, selecting 
wine for an entire table can be impossible. 

You could adopt the policy of leaving 
serious food and wine matching to a dinner 
party at home, where there is only one 
entree and one main course. Here a more 

Asian-infl uenced dishes are a constant 
challenge. Look for wines that can be 
fl exible, palate cleansing or refreshing. 
Vinegar or chilli dishes need acidity. 
Wines with residual sugar can also help 
with hot, spicy dishes. If a meat dish has 
an umami element (the fi fth taste, food 
containing glutamate) then look for more 
mature wines that have silky textures and 
earthy or meaty flavours rather than a 
fruity, youthful, tannic red. Aged wines 
in general are better food matches, so 
search the wine list. At all cost avoid highly 
tannic or alcoholic wines as these can 
increase the heat and spiciness of food. 
The lighter-bodied reds are more likely 
to be a successful food match. Grape 
varieties such as pinot noir, cabernet 
franc, sangiovese, tempranillo or barbera 
are more adaptable. Syrah/shiraz from 
cooler climates can work in a similar 
way. International styles like valpolicella 
or beaujolais can also be considered. 
White wines are better if they are unoaked 
or lightly oaked so pinot grigio, pinot 
gris, riesling or semillon are safer bets. 
Sauvignon blanc can go along happily 
with herbal minty Vietnamese dishes and 
light aromatic stir-fi red dishes, as their 
fl avours are similar.

With Indian food some of the same 
rules apply. Tannic wines can taste 
astringent and add to the weight of what 
is often an already substantial meal. Some 
suggestions here are a nicely chilled rose 
or sparkling red wine. With heavily spiced 
and thicker dishes such as curry, wine 
might best be served before and after these 
dishes rather than trying to match them. 

The underlying message in this column has 
been that unless you can arrange to have half 
a dozen wines to match the corresponding 
melee of fl avours on a plate, then the old 
adage of “less is best” and choosing simple, 
fresh, crisp wines might solve any dilemma. 
However, when all is said and done, food 
and wine matching is a personal adventure 
and what works for one person may seem 
indigestible to another.

HANDLING THE DINING OUT DILEMMA

considered and precise food and wine 
experience can be achieved. When you 
dine out then go for the simplest wine with 
as little fl avour as possible to sit behind the 
food. Use wine as a palate cleanser. 

Alternatively, the only way around this 
dilemma is to go for wines by the glass 
or choose the degustation menu with 
matching wines. Failing that, then look for 
a good listing of half bottles. This is still 
left out of many wine lists and shouldn’t 
be. Half bottles are ideal for two or four 
people dining out. It allows you to match 
the fi rst course and then the main course 
with appropriate wines.

Food and wine matching 

is a personal adventure 

and what works for 

one person may seem 

indigestible to another.

When it comes to matching food and wine, 
and you discover that the sommelier is on an 
all-expenses paid trip down the Rhine, then 
the task will fall on to your shoulders. So here 
are some basic rules. Match intensity and 
weight of food with that of a wine. Avoid highly 
tannic wines with everything but a bloody 
steak. Heavily oaked wines should also be 
avoided, as well as overtly fruity, rich wines. 
The astute reader will now have realised 
that I have just condemned the majority of 
Australian reds. Barossa shiraz is ideal for 
BBQ, chargrilled red meats or rich stews, 
alternatively enjoy it on its own. Acidic wines 
can cut through dishes with some fat. Acidity 
is a very useful attribute when it comes to 
food and wine matching. Where the dish 
has many contrasting fl avours, which often 
occurs these days (see above), you have to 
consider the most dominant ingredient and 
try to match this. In some cases this can be 
the accompaniment and not the actual meat 
or fi sh the dish revolves around.

Ralph Fowler Wines is committed to producing limited 
quantities of hand crafted premium quality wines.

The vineyard is planted with selected clones of Shiraz, Viognier 
and Merlot and the latest viticultural technologies have been 
incorporated into the vineyard plantings.
 
The Lyre trellis system will give fruit of the best possible quality 
and allow the production of fruit driven wines with strong 
varietal expression and superior mouthfeel. PRD irrigation 
practices ensures quality grapes are produced as well as taking a 
major step toward environmentally sustainable agriculture.

Please feel free to contact Ralph Fowler wines 
via any of the following methods:
 
Phone: +61 8 8768 5000
Fax:  +61 8 8768 5008 
Email:  info@ralphfowlerwines.com.au
www.ralphfowlerwines.com.au

Location: 
101 Limestone Coast Road 
Mount Benson
South Australia
 
Postal Address: 
PO Box 423 Kingston SE
South Australia   5275
AUSTRALIA

www.ralphfowlerwines.com.au
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