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Few grapes can rival the popularity of Merlot.  From its soft, rich flavor to its ultra-sexy name, Merlot seems to us today to be tailor-made for international stardom.  Yet it was not so long ago that Merlot was an unfashionable red wine from the wrong side of the tracks.  The elite ranks of noble wines have been shaken forever by the Cinderella story of Merlot.  
In its native Bordeaux region, Merlot was over-shadowed by its distant cousin, the aristocratic Cabernet Sauvignon.  The finest vineyards were reserved for Cabernet, while the workhorse Merlot was planted to marginal sites far and wide.  Similar in flavor, but less intense in color, body and flavor, Merlot was seen as “Cabernet Lite”.  It was derided as inferior, despite the high quality Merlot wines made in one small Bordelais district.  It took success in the Americas for Merlot to complete its journey from rags to riches, and join the roster of the world’s finest wine grapes. 
Right Bank Bordeaux
Merlot’s home is France, where it is Bordeaux’s most planted vine.  Much is made into modest quaffing reds.  But on the estuary’s ‘right bank’, villages like St. Emilion and Pomerol produce exceptional red wines of depth and complexity from this grape.  Here, soft and silky red wines offer generous plum and black olive flavors, accented with a hint of spicy oak.  Not as dark and brooding as their Cabernet competitors across the river, they drink well young.  These are the icons of style on which international Merlots are modeled.
Pairings:  These earthy medium-bodied red wines are ideal partners for simply prepared meats and sharp aged cheeses.  Try them with a seared steak or a chunk of Parmigiano-Reggiano.
California Merlot
Merlot grapes grown in hot, sunny California get far riper than they do on France’s cool, cloudy Atlantic coast.  Ripeness boosts concentration of aromatics, color and alcohol, making bolder wines.  Grape skins also lose their earthy, herbal character as they ripen, developing jammier, more dessert-like flavors.  Regions like Napa Valley, Sonoma County and the Central Coast have proven ideal for extremely intense Merlots.  Over the last two decades, California’s success in making rich, juicy hedonistic Merlot has helped to establish this grape’s credibility on the world scene.
Pairings:  These deep, inky wines show flavors like warm blueberry pie.  While their plump flavors reward drinking alone, they can also flatter grilled foods, especially sweet-spicy sauces like hoisin and barbeque.
Chilean Merlot
Cuttings of the great Bordeaux grapes were brought to Chile in the 1800’s, and Merlot has thrived here ever since.  This narrow coastal South American country is the world’s largest exporter of fresh fruit, so their potential for growing world-class wine grapes comes as no surprise.  Chile’s cloudless days and rainless summers allow for great ripeness and intensity.  Low land prices and a favorable currency exchange keep prices fair in American markets.  As their wine industry modernizes, the most popular export, Chilean Merlot can only continue to improve.  
Pairings:  Chile’s Merlots reward pairing with foods with Mediterranean flavors, like tomato pasta sauces and oil-cured black olive tapenade.
Washington State
Originally planted with vines as part of a New Deal irrigation project, central Washington’s high altitude desert plateau is the source of some of the finest American Merlots.  Long summer days and cool nights provide ideal conditions to make Merlots that have the best of both worlds.  Midway between Bordeaux and California in style, they combine the bold New World fruit-driven flavors with the sleek, food-oriented edge of Old World Europe.  Luckily for savvy consumers, Washington State wines are decades behind those of California in consumer recognition, and price.  
Pairings:  The combination of intensity and balance in Washington State Merlot makes them ideal complements for strong flavored meat dishes, like rack of lamb and venison loin.
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