Episode 93 Touriga Nacional -- Portugal's Dense, Floral Powerhouse That's Breaking Free from Port
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we discovered Spain's Bobal---that juicy, eco-friendly red that's proving you can make delicious wine while being kind to the planet.
Today, we're crossing into Portugal for Touriga Nacional (toe-REE-gah nah-see-oh-NAHL)---the grape that made Port famous but is now creating some of the world's most exciting dry reds with incredible floral aromatics and serious aging potential.
If you love wines with both power and elegance, or you're curious about Portugal beyond Port, this aromatic powerhouse is about to blow your mind.
What Is Touriga Nacional?
Touriga Nacional is Portugal's noble grape---the Cabernet Sauvignon of the Douro Valley. For centuries, it was the star of Port production, but now it's making waves as a dry red wine that combines intense fruit with gorgeous floral notes.
The wine's calling cards:
· Flavor: Dark fruit, violets, spice, and herbs
· Style: Full-bodied, structured, age-worthy
· Tannins: Firm but refined
· Aromatics: Intensely floral---think rose petals and violets
· Aging potential: 10-20+ years for the best examples
Think of it as Portugal's answer to Barolo---powerful, aromatic, and built to last.
Why You Should Care
Incredible aromatics: Few red wines smell as gorgeous as Touriga Nacional. The floral notes are breathtaking.
Serious aging potential: While many wines are made to drink young, Touriga Nacional develops incredible complexity over decades.
Authentic Portuguese character: This isn't trying to be French or Italian---it tastes distinctly Portuguese with wild herbs and mountain fruit.
Value compared to prestige wines: You can get world-class Touriga Nacional for $20-40, while similar quality from Burgundy or Barolo costs much more.
Food pairing versatility: Strong enough for game and lamb, elegant enough for duck and mushroom dishes.
The best part? You're discovering one of the world's great grape varieties before everyone else catches on.
Where It Shines
Douro Valley (Portugal):
· The historic home---steep terraced vineyards along the Douro River
· Both dry wines and Port production
· Ancient schist soils add mineral complexity
Dão (Portugal):
· Higher altitude, granite soils
· More elegant, perfumed style
· Cooler climate preserves aromatics
Alentejo (Portugal):
· Warmer region, riper fruit style
· Often blended with international varieties
· More approachable when young
Terroir note: The schist soils of the Douro and granite of Dão both contribute to Touriga Nacional's signature mineral backbone and floral intensity.
Tasting Profile
Young Touriga Nacional:
· Fruit: Blackberry, black cherry, plum
· Floral: Violets, rose petals, lavender
· Savory: Wild herbs, black pepper, graphite
· Body: Full and structured
· Tannins: Firm but not harsh
· Acidity: Bright and balancing
Aged Touriga Nacional:
· Develops: Leather, tobacco, dried flowers
· Maintains: Core fruit and floral character
· Gains: Silky texture and incredible complexity
Serving tip: Decant for at least 30 minutes. This wine needs air to show its best.
Food Pairing Favorites
Touriga Nacional loves rich, flavorful dishes that can match its intensity.
Portuguese classics:
· Grilled sardines and octopus
· Cozido (Portuguese stew)
· Roasted lamb with herbs
· Aged Portuguese cheeses
International favorites:
· Duck confit or roasted duck
· Mushroom risotto or wild mushroom dishes
· Grilled portobello burgers
· Herb-crusted leg of lamb
· Dark chocolate desserts
Unexpected pairings:
· Moroccan tagines
· Indian curry (richer preparations)
· BBQ brisket
· Aged cheddar and charcuterie
Quick match mantra: If it's rich, herbal, or has earthy flavors, Touriga Nacional works beautifully.
Common Mistakes to Avoid
Drinking too young: Most Touriga Nacional improves with 3-5 years of age minimum
Serving without decanting: This wine needs air---don't skip the decanting
Expecting immediate fruit bombs: This is Old World restraint---the complexity unfolds slowly
Pairing with delicate food: This wine has presence---match it with equally substantial dishes
Wines to Try
Easy Entry:
· Quinta do Crasto Touriga Nacional -- Approachable, shows the grape's character
· Niepoort Dry Red -- Blend with Touriga Nacional, more accessible
Next Step:
· Chryseia -- Premium Douro blend, Touriga Nacional dominant
· Quinta da Pellada Touriga Nacional -- Single variety, terroir-focused
Splurge:
· Barca Velha -- Portugal's most famous dry red, ages for decades
· Quinta do Vale Meão -- Historic estate, incredible aging potential
Value tip: Look for Douro reds---they often contain significant Touriga Nacional at great prices.
Wine Nerd Alert
· Touriga Nacional means "Portuguese Touriga"---distinguishing it from other Touriga varieties
· Low yields are essential---the grape naturally produces small berries and small clusters
· The floral compounds are unique---scientists have identified specific aromatic compounds found almost nowhere else
· Port connection: It's still the most prized grape in vintage Port production
· Climate resilience: Naturally adapted to hot, dry conditions but maintains acidity
Try This: The Aromatics Test
Get a bottle of Touriga Nacional and spend time with the nose before you even taste it.
Notice those incredible floral notes---violets, roses, sometimes even lavender. Most red wines don't smell like this. That's the magic of Touriga Nacional showing why it's considered one of the world's most aromatic red grapes.
The fact that it backs up those gorgeous aromatics with serious structure and aging potential? That's what makes it truly special.
On the Next Sip...
Next time, we're staying in Europe but switching to white wine with Clairette Blanche (klair-ETT blahn-sh)---the low-acid white grape that's essential to Rhône Valley blends but rarely gets the spotlight it deserves.
From Portugal's aromatic powerhouse to France's blending workhorse---because every wine region has both its stars and its supporting players.
Until then, Cheers!
