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VA R I E TA L  R E P O R T

“It’s biggest disadvantage would be its 

tendency for big crops. But that can be 

an advantage too because if things are 

getting drier and hotter, and you can still get 

reasonable yields, then that’s probably not a 

bad thing.

“I don’t actually think its particularly drought 

tolerant. But I can’t say that as a general 

statement because in some soils I think it 

would	be	fine.	And	we’ve	put	it	on	a	westerly	

slope, so the site is a little bit warmer and we 

have to make sure we irrigate it enough to get 

a good canopy. It’s probably similar to Shiraz 

in a lot of ways in terms of the amount of 
irrigation it needs.” 

Blieschke describes Counoise’s tolerance 
to pests and diseases as “reasonable”.

“We haven’t seen a lot of powdery or 
downy in there. We had a bit of downy 
last year so I think it can be susceptible to 
powdery and downy if canopies are big and 
you’re not spraying properly. It didn’t seem to 
have a lot of botrytis last year but it has the 
potential to be susceptible,” he adds.

Torbreck has been bottling Counoise in 
its Côtes du Rhône-inspired Cuvée Juveniles 
GSM where it plays a supporting role 
alongside Carignan. Its contribution to the 
wine has ranged between 2 percent and 8%, 
depending on the season.

“It’s a very gentle winemaking process 
that we use here,” Blieschke explains. “We 
don’t do any pigeage. It’s just pumped over an 
inoculated ferment which lasts for seven to 10 
days. It is then basket pressed and goes into 
stainless steel.”

Over the years, Blieschke has made 
contact with Tablas Creek in the US 
which purchased Counoise cuttings from 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape winery Château de 
Beaucastel in 1990. Counoise features in 
at least four red blends at Tablas Creek, 
including a rosé, and in good years a 
single-varietal wine is also made. Despite 
acknowledging Counoise has potential as a 
straight varietal in the best vintages, Blieschke 
says this isn’t yet on the table at Torbreck.

V I T I C U LT U R E  A LT E R N AT I V E  V A R I E T I E S

BACKGROUND
Counoise (koon-wahz) is a very old red 

grape variety from southern France, known 
since the early 17th century. It is mainly grown 
in the southern Rhone. It is recommended 
in the southern Rhone and authorised in 
other departments to the east and west. It is 
permitted in appellations such as Chateauneuf 
du Pape (along with 12 other varieties), 
Cotes du Rhone Villages, Gigondas, Ventoux 
and others. Although just a minor variety in 
Chateauneuf du Pape, some producers prefer 
to include Counoise in the blend to add both 
spice and complexity. Synonyms include 
Coneze, Connoges, Connoise, Counese, 
Counoueiso, Guenoise, Quenoise and Rivier. 

Counoise has been confused with Aubun 
but	DNA	analysis	has	confirmed	that	they	
are different varieties. Global area planted in 
2010 was 443ha, mostly in France, with the 
area having declined from 845ha in the late 
1980s. There are small areas planted in the 
USA: California and Washington. In Australia, 
the	planted	area	is	tiny	with	just	five	or	so	
wine producers in regions including Canberra 
District, Frankland River and McLaren Vale.

VITICULTURE
Counoise has late budburst and mid to 

late ripening. It is vigorous with semi-erect 
growth habit. Bunches are medium with large 
berries. Yield is low to moderate. It is suitable 
for spur pruning and performs well in hot and 

dry conditions. Although susceptible to botrytis 

bunch rot, it has low susceptibility to mildews. 

WINE
Counoise wines tend to be low in colour, 

light bodied and with good acidity. Descriptors 

include fruity and spicy (pepperiness). It is 

perhaps best in blends and in Australia is 

generally partnered with Shiraz and Grenache. 

 

For further information on this and other 

emerging varieties, contact Marcel Essling at 

the AWRI (marcel.essling@awri.com.au or 

08 8313 6600) to arrange the presentation of 

the Alternative Varieties Research to Practice 

program in your region.

Torbreck viticulturist Nigel Blieschke with 
Counoise, which is renowned for its big 
bunches.

Torbreck’s Cuvée Juveniles is a Côtes du 
Rhône inspired blend of Grenache, Shiraz and 
Mataro, supported by Counoise and Carignan. 
Counoise’s contribution to the wine ranges 
between 2 percent and 8%, depending on the 
season.

And his thoughts on 
Counoise as a rosé?
“I haven’t seen enough 
of it to say one way or 
the other, but I think it 
definitely	could	make	a	
good rosé. Just depends 
on how much pepper 
you want. I think it’s 
probably more a 
table wine if it’s 
grown properly.

“It’s	definitely	
added freshness 
to our wine. We 
pick it at around 
14% sugar. But 
it	is	a	difficult	
variety to 
manage, you do 
have to thin it. If 
you over crop it 
like it naturally 
wants to do, I 
don’t think it has 
a lot going for it.”
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