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(13 y caramba no es merlot es
carmenere” was the cry that
went out around the Chilean
wine industry in the mid-
1990s when French

ampelographer Claude Boursiquot identified

that some of Chile’s best merlot vines were in
fact carmenere vines. This was officially
ratified in 1998 and carmenere began its
comeback from oblivion. Before then, most

Chilean growers used to refer to it as “merlot

chileno” because it was somewhat different to

“normal” merlot, but they didn’t know why.

This ancient native French red variety, which
is believed to be distantly related to cabernet
sauvignon, had been widespread across the
Medoc (Bordeaux) until the outbreak of
phylloxera in the 1870s. When replanting
occurred after the outbreak, carmenere vines
were difficult to find and so almost all of the
vignerons replaced their carmenere plots with
other easier-to-grow approved varieties. So
much so that for a long time in the 20th century
the variety was thought to be extinct. Today
there are only about 20 hectares of carmenere
remaining in all of the Medoc. It was one of the
varieties approved for use in the area’s famous
red wines, but now it is almost never used.
Incidentally, one of the few chateau still
growing and using carmenere is the 5th growth
Chateau Clerc Milon in Pauillac. Clerc Milon
was the first Bordeaux wine I ever tasted and
remains one of my favourite affordable
Bordeaux wines.

The main reason for the virtual
disappearance of this variety is that after the
phylloxera outbreak in the late 1880s, when
the Bordeaux area was replanted, it was
omitted in favour of other easier-to-grow
vines from other ‘permitted varieties’ for the
region. This was due to the fact that
carmenere suffers from poor fruitset which

results in unpredictable yields.
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THERE’S NOT MUCH
CARMENERE IN THE WORLD,
BUT WHAT IT LACKS IN
QUANTITY IT MAKES UP FOR

WITH QUALITY.
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The Italians are doing a bit better than the
French: they have about 45 hectares of
carmenere, much of which, until recently, was
thought to be cabernet franc.

America has about 25 hectares, with almost
all of it being used in its ‘Meritage’ blend -
the name it has trademarked for its Bordeaux
style red blends after the French banned the
use of the word ‘Bordeaux’. Interestingly, the
Americans still call their sparkling wines
Champagnes despite the screams of protests
from the French. The Argentines have about
35 hectares of carmenere in Mendoza, where
again it is used mainly as a minor component
in ‘Bordeaux style’ blends.

However, the Chileans kind of win hands
down with a smidge over 8,000 hectares of
carmenere, mainly in the regions of Maipo,
Rapel and Colchagua. This makes Chile the
contemporary spiritual home for the variety,
just like Argentina is for malbec and Australia
is for shiraz. Today the vast majority of
Chilean carmenere is made into varietal wine
s0 as to exploit the competitive advantage
they have with the variety. However, some of
the best carmenere produced is reserved to

be used in small quantities for enhancing
their ‘Bordeaux’ blends.

In China there is a grape variety they call
cabernet gernischt, which some people say is
in fact carmenere, but there is still doubt
about this as others say it is actually cabernet
franc. So until there is conclusive proof either
way, we will leave it out of information on
either of these two varieties. The name
carmenere is popularly thought to be derived
from the French word ‘carmen’ which means
crimson, which is the perfect description of
the brilliantly flamboyant colour the vine’s
foliage displays in the autumn.

In the vineyard, Carmenere is vigourous
but not fertile. It likes a long growing season
as it ripens late, up to five weeks after Merlot,
and produces small bunches of deep blue,
medium-sized berries. It struggles in wet
conditions and irrigation has to be carefully
monitored. It is susceptible to root infestations
and so is better suited to sandier soils. It is
important for the vigneron to ensure the
grapes are fully ripe before they harvest them
or the wine will have strong herbaceous and
capsicum flavours, as opposed to the red







