Episode 84 Carignan – Rustic, Old-Vine Charm with Structure
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we explored the zesty, seaside energy of Picpoul de Pinet.
Today, we’re staying in the South of France to meet a grape with a rough past and a refined present—Carignan.
Once dismissed as a bulk wine workhorse, Carignan is finally getting its due—especially when it comes from ancient vines and thoughtful winemaking.
Picture this: gnarled old vines clinging to windy hillsides, roots plunging into rocky soil, producing tiny yields of deeply concentrated fruit. For decades, it was the grape no one bragged about. But those same vines are now turning out some of the most expressive wines in the Mediterranean—and many are still under $25.
If you think “old vine” just means Zinfandel in California, Carignan’s about to open a new chapter.

What Is Carignan?
Carignan (aka Cariñena in Spain) is a red grape that’s been growing in the Mediterranean for over 1,000 years. It may have started in Spain, but it found its spiritual home in southern France—especially in Languedoc.
Core Traits:
· High acidity – Keeps freshness even in warm climates
· Firm tannins – Serious structure, great for aging
· Late ripening – Needs a hot, dry growing season
· Old vine transformation – Low yields = big flavor
Why it matters: Carignan proves that forgotten grapes can come back to life in the right hands. It’s a win for terroir and tradition.

Why You Should Care
· Old-vine value – Some of the best bottles are still under $20
· Climate-ready – Heat-tolerant with natural acidity = future-proof
· Food hero – Its structure and freshness make it a dream for bold dishes
· Terroir talker – Every vineyard leaves a fingerprint
· Ages well – 10–15 years for top bottles brings deep, savory layers
· Underdog turned star – Bulk wine history doesn’t define its potential

Where It Shines
Southern France – Languedoc & Roussillon
· Corbières: Rocky, windswept, structured, mineral-driven
· Minervois: Limestone = elegance
· Fitou: Coastal influence gives power and lift
· Côtes du Roussillon: Old vines on schist = intensity, age-worthiness
Spain – Cariñena & Priorat
· Cariñena DO: Rustic, traditional expressions
· Priorat: Steep slate terraces, bold and powerful
Sardinia – Carignano del Sulcis
· Sandy coastal soils, food-friendly charm
Terroir Tip: Look for bottles from 50+ year-old vines on poor, rocky soils—this is where Carignan becomes magic.

What It Tastes Like
Young Carignan:
· Fruit: Red and black cherry, blackberry
· Spice: Black pepper, garrigue (wild herbs)
· Texture: Medium to full-bodied, firm tannins, bright acidity
· Earth: Rocky, mineral, sometimes olive tapenade
Aged Carignan:
· Develops into: Leather, tobacco, dried herbs, game
· Texture softens but holds structure
· Complexity builds: Earth, spice, and savory depth
Pro tip: Decant younger bottles for an hour. Older ones? 20–30 minutes is plenty.

What to Eat with Carignan
Mediterranean classics
· Cassoulet or white bean stews
· Grilled lamb with rosemary
· Ratatouille, herb-stuffed vegetables
· Aged sheep’s milk cheese
Rustic comfort
· Wild boar or venison
· Mushrooms with thyme
· BBQ pork or smoked beef
· Charcuterie
Surprising matches
· Moroccan tagines
· Turkish kebabs
· Indian curry (medium spice)
· Dark chocolate with herbs or sea salt
⚠️ Avoid: Creamy sauces or delicate fish—Carignan’s boldness can overpower.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Judging by history – Don’t write it off as “bulk wine”
· Serving too cold – Aim for 16–18°C (61–64°F)
· Skipping decanting – Especially for younger bottles
· Buying weak vintages – Stick with reliable producers and better years
· Ignoring blends – Carignan thrives alongside Syrah, Grenache, Mourvèdre

Wines to Try
Entry-Level Finds
· Domaine de la Rectorie (Côtes du Roussillon)
· Château Pech-Latt (Corbières)
Next Step Up
· Domaine Gauby (Roussillon Villages) – Biodynamic brilliance
· Mas de Daumas Gassac – Legendary Languedoc producer
Splurge Bottles
· Alvaro Palacios “L’Ermita” – Powerhouse Cariñena from Priorat
· Domaine de la Rectorie Banyuls – Fortified style with serious aging
💰 Value tip: Corbières and Minervois offer amazing old-vine wines under $20.

The Old Vine Story
Some Carignan vines in France date back to the 1920s–1950s—survivors of phylloxera and EU vine pullouts.
These ancient vines:
· Yield just 1–2 tons per acre (vs. 6–8 for young vines)
· Have deep roots that pull mineral complexity from the soil
· Are rare and costly to maintain—but so worth it
Look for “Vieilles Vignes” (old vines) on the label—it’s loosely defined, but often means 40+ years.

Carignan At a Glance
	Category
	Details

	Flavors
	Cherries, herbs, pepper, minerals

	Body
	Medium to full

	Tannins
	Firm, structured

	Acidity
	High (food-friendly)

	Best Regions
	Languedoc, Priorat, Sardinia

	Pairs With
	Grilled meats, stews, Mediterranean fare

	Ages For
	5–15 years

	Price Range
	$15–35

	Memory Trick
	“Carignan = rustic charm + old-vine power”


Wine Nerd Alert
· Once France’s top grape: In the 1960s, Carignan covered over 400,000 acres
· Vine pullout era: The EU paid farmers to rip it out in the ’80s–’90s
· Carbonic maceration: Some winemakers use it to soften tannins and boost fruit
· Climate hero: Its heat tolerance makes it a comeback candidate in a warming world

Try This: The Terroir Test
Taste two Carignans side-by-side:
· One from coastal Languedoc (fresh, bright, herbal)
· One from inland Corbières (dense, earthy, mineral)
Same grape. Totally different story. That’s terroir in a glass.

Carignan Styles to Know
· Traditional – Tannic, earthy, needs time
· Modern – Softer, fruit-forward, easier to drink young
· Old Vine – Complex, mineral, built to age
· Blended – With Grenache, Syrah, or Mourvèdre

On the Next Sip...
We’re heading to southern Italy to meet Fiano—a white grape with texture, nuttiness, and serious food potential.
Until then, if you’re looking for a red that delivers rustic charm, real complexity, and a sense of place, Carignan is your grape.
It’s the phoenix of the wine world—rising from bulk wine obscurity to become a star of terroir-driven expression.
Cheers!
