Episode 90 Bonarda (Douce Noir) – Argentina's Other Red That's Actually French
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we explored Italy's crisp and citrusy Cortese—perfect wine for seafood.
Today, we're crossing the Atlantic to Argentina, but not for Malbec. We're talking about Bonarda—Argentina's "other red" that's juicy, food-friendly, and has one of the most confusing identity stories in wine.
Plot twist: This "Argentine" grape is actually French. And it's not even the same Bonarda that Italy grows.
Confused yet? Don't worry—by the end of this, you'll know exactly what you're drinking and why it's worth your attention.
What Is Bonarda?
Here's where things get interesting. What Argentina calls "Bonarda" is actually Douce Noir—a French grape that somehow ended up in South America with a completely different name.
The identity crisis:
· In Argentina: It's called Bonarda
· In France: It's called Douce Noir (or Charbono in some regions)
· In Italy: There's a completely different grape actually called Bonarda
· In California: Some call it Charbono
Got it? Good, because there's a quiz later. (Just kidding.)
Key Traits:
· Flavor: Dark fruit, spice, with earthy undertones
· Style: Medium to full-bodied, but still approachable
· Tannins: Moderate—but not aggressive
· Acidity: Good structure without being sharp
· Color: Deep purple-red
Think of it as the friendly middle ground between Malbec's power and Pinot Noir's elegance.
Why You Should Care
· Malbec alternative: If you love Argentine wine but want something different, Bonarda may be your answer
· Food lover's dream: It's versatile enough for everything from pizza to barbecue
· Value champion: Great bottles often under $15—serious bang for your buck
· Everyday drinking: Not too heavy, not too light—just right when you want a glass of red wine
· Conversation starter: "Actually, it's not really Bonarda..." (You'll love explaining this one)
The best part? It doesn't take itself too seriously. This is wine for living, not for impressing.
Where It Shines
Mendoza (Argentina's heartland):
· The main stage—high altitude, sunny days, cool nights
· Makes wines with good fruit and natural acidity
· Often blended with Malbec, but shines on its own
San Juan (Argentina's hot spot):
· Warmer climate produces riper, more concentrated styles
· Less common but worth seeking out
Other Argentine regions:
· Salta, La Rioja, Catamarca—smaller plantings but interesting expressions
Terroir note: Argentina's high altitude and dramatic day-night temperature swings help preserve the grape's natural freshness while building flavor intensity.
Tasting Profile
Young Bonarda:
· Fruit: Blackberry, plum, dark cherry
· Spice: Black pepper, clove, hint of cinnamon
· Earthy notes: Dust, leather, dried herbs
· Body: Medium to full
· Tannins: Smooth and approachable
· Alcohol: Usually 13-14%
· Oak: Often minimal—fruit-forward style
Aged Bonarda (yes, good ones can be aged!):
· Develops: Tobacco, coffee, and more complex spice
· Maintains: Juicy fruit character
· Gains: Smoother texture, integrated tannins
Serving tip: Serve at cellar temperature (60-65°F). Too warm and it gets jammy; too cold and you lose the spice.
Food Pairing Favorites
Bonarda is a chameleon—it adapts to whatever you're eating.
Argentine classics:
· Empanadas (especially beef)
· Grilled chorizo or morcilla blood sausage
· Chimichurri-rubbed steak
· Locro (a Argentine hearty stew)
· Provoleta (grilled cheese)
Everyday winners:
· Pizza (especially pepperoni or sausage)
· Burger night
· Pasta with meat sauce
· Grilled chicken thighs
· Mexican tacos or enchiladas
Underrated pairings:
· Mushroom risotto
· Eggplant parmesan
· Indian curry (medium spice)
· Moroccan tagines
Quick match mantra: If it's savory, hearty, and has some spice, Bonarda probably works.
Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Expecting Malbec: Bonarda is softer, more approachable—don't expect the same power
· Overthinking it: This isn't a wine that needs deep contemplation—it's for enjoying
· Serving too cold: Room temperature or slightly below brings out the best flavors
· Ignoring the blend: Some of the best Argentine reds blend Bonarda with Malbec—don't skip these
· Buying the cheapest: Spend $12-18 and you'll taste the difference
Wines to Try
Easy Entry:
· Alamos Bonarda – Smooth, approachable, widely available
· Catena Bonarda – Classic example with good structure
Next Step:
· Zuccardi Q Bonarda – More complexity, organic farming
· Trapiche Broquel Bonarda – Single vineyard expression
Splurge:
· Chakana Bonarda – Biodynamic wine, terroir-focused
· Passionate Wine Company "The Bonarda" – Artisanal, small production
Blend bonus: Look for Malbec-Bonarda blends from producers like Norton, Bodega Catena Zapata, or Mendel.
Vintage tip: Bonarda is best within 3-5 years of vintage, though top examples can age 7-10 years.
Wine Nerd Alert
· The name confusion happened during Argentina's immigration boom—French vines arrived with Italian names
· Bonarda is Argentina's second-most planted red grape (after Malbec)
· DNA testing in the 1990s solved the identity mystery—it's definitely Douce Noir
· Different clones exist—some produce lighter wines, others more concentrated
· Climate sweet spot: Bonarda thrives in warm days but needs cool nights to maintain acidity
Try This: The Comparison Game
Buy a bottle of Argentine Bonarda and a bottle of Argentine Malbec from the same producer. Taste them side by side with a simple grilled steak.
Notice how the Bonarda is softer, more food-friendly, and less demanding of attention. That's its superpower—it enhances the meal without overwhelming it.
On the Next Sip...
Next time, we're staying in Italy but heading to the boot for Verdicchio—a white wine that's crisp, green-apple fresh, and has been quietly making some of the country's best seafood wines for centuries.
From Argentina's identity crisis to Italy's coastal classic—because wine geography is never boring.
Until then, Cheers!
