
 Paring Wine with Ethnic Cuisine 
 
When pairing wine with any food the most important element pertains to the primary sense 
components of the particular food.  Is the food sweet, salty, bitter or sour/sharp? Does the food 
have flavors that are fruity, nutty, smoky, herbal, spicy, floral, milky, buttery, earthy, meaty or 
fatty? Wines follow these components whether with the olfactory senses or on the palate. So, 
when we are pairing wines with food, we are looking at contrasting or complementing flavors, 
the intensity of the flavors, how the foods have been prepared, and the usage of spices. We also 
compare and complement foods and wines texturally, by looking at the weight or body of the 
food.   Lastly, our analysis has to include how much oak the wine has seen, the age of the wine, 
the tannins, the intensity of flavor and the body of the wine. 
 
The significance of pairing wine with food is that good food can be transformed into a 
gastronomic delight or great food can be rendered horrific by a poor pairing. With wine we are 
looking to enhance food, to refresh the palate and cleanse the palate in preparation for the 
next delicious bite. Ethnic foods are a challenge and a bit tricky because of the spice 
combinations, particularly when we look at any ethnic food that includes mild or hot chilies or 
spices that naturally heat the body like cloves, turmeric, black pepper, cinnamon, cardamom, 
coriander and ginger. Chilies have a tendency to numb the taste buds and accentuate the 
tannins and alcohol in the wine, whereas onion seeds and carom seeds soften the tannins and 
open the fruit of young wines like a Pinot Noir. Also, a common staple of Indian food, for 
example is tamarind, an ultra sour component, so there is a natural affinity for an earthy wine 
like a Pinot Noir. The use of mint also calls for Pinot Noir.  
 
To cool and refresh the palate, probably the best pairings for Indian food are wines with a hint 
of residual sugar. We have selected a luscious Pinot Blanc for your ultimate experience. We 
encourage you to try the Riesling as another possibility and have selected the Zinfandel as a 
wild card wine, with its greater concentration of sweeter darker fruits as another wine that 
complements this course. Ceviche, with chilies, lime and cilantro also begs for a high acid wine 
that complements the natural sweetness of fish and shellfish as ingredients.  Vietnamese spring 
rolls, with their fresh cilantro, mint, shellfish, chicken or pork is delicious with Riesling or 
Sauvignon Blanc. Again, we recommend you try a sip of both of these wines with your spring 
rolls.  
 
Moroccan food follows closely to the prescribed logic of wine pairing like Indian food. The heat 
or spiciness of the dishes can accentuate the alcohol and tannins of the wine, and texturally, 
Moroccan food is heavy, often with fruit components or beans that have a natural tendency 
toward sweetness and savoriness. Syrah is a perfect choice, especially if the wine has seen some 
age, and the tannins have mellowed. This also makes the case for Rose, deliciously slightly 
sweet even at its driest, bursting with flavors of fresh fruits, cleansing the palate with its bright 
acidity. 
 
BASICS: Wine and Food Pairing 

• balance 
• weight and body 
• compare/contrast 
• complement 
• salt vs. sweet 
• fat vs. tannins and acidity     ~Barbara Paige 

 
 


