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Always order the 
house wine for fear 
of empty calories 
rather than springing 
for something more 
adventurous? Here’s 
how to single out 
the best options on 
the bar menu and 
match them to your 
favourite fare. 
Words: Hannah Blamey

A
voiding the chips and 
dip at a barbeque is all 
well and good until you 
start gulping down your 

celebratory beverage. Much like soft 
drink, your sneaky glass of vino with 
dinner is a source of empty calories 

and can potentially derail your healthy 
eating habits. 

“Much of the excess burden 
due to poor diet in Australia is 
associated with obesity related 

to excessive intake of energy-
dense, relatively nutrient-poor 

foods, high in saturated fat, added 
sugars, salt and/or alcohol,” says the 
Dietitians Association of Australia 
(DAA). 

The problem with booze is that it 
stops your body burning off the day’s food. 
“Alcohol is a toxin that our livers metabolise 
first, therefore we burn the energy alcohol 
provides in preference to the energy from 
the food we have eaten,” the DAA says. 
Research published in the American Journal 
of Clinical Nutrition revealed that fat 
metabolism can be reduced by as much as 
73 per cent after just a couple of drinks in 
the space of one seemingly-innocent hour. 

It’s also easier to lose track of how many 
vinos you’ve downed than how many 
sangas you’ve eaten (well, marginally).  

“Sometimes people end up drinking 
down more calories in a night than they eat 
in a whole day,” says dietitian Kara Landau 
in her book The Clean Separation. 

According to a study by Purdue 
University, moderate consumption of alcohol 
and binge drinking enhance the taste of salt 
and fat – which is probably why a kebab 
with the lot seems ingenious at 3am. 

“Often, when people have a drink they 
are more inclined to be more lenient on 
their food choices, and tend to consume 
slightly more of the energy-dense 
foods,”Landau says. 

So how can you keep the collateral 
damage to a trickle this racing season? Tell 
you when we get to the bar. PH
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SKINNY 
SIPS
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What’s the difference? 
“The key difference between 
champagne and sparkling wine is 
that champagne comes exclusively 
from the French region of 
Champagne,” says Dredge. 

“Australia is producing some 
incredible sparkling wines that 
can stack up against some of the 
best wine produced by French 
champagne houses – it all comes 
down to personal preference.” 
For an Italian spin on a sparkling 
wine, try prosecco. “Prosecco also 
comes from very specific region 
(the Veneto region of Italy), with 
slight differences in dryness in taste, 
but still in the same category of 
sparkling wine,” Dredge adds.

Drier sparkling wines are 
traditionally called ‘brut’ wines. 
Depending on the style, the amount 
of added sugar will vary. The average 
for brut chardonnays is six to 12 g per 
litre (or 723 milligrams to 1.4 grams 
for a 120 ml glass), while ‘brut nature’ 
chardonnays contain up to three 
grams per litre. In the middle is ‘extra 
brut’, with three to six grams per 
litre, according to webcellars.com.au. 
Sweet dessert sparkling wines such as 
zibibbo utilise Muscat of Alexandria 
grapes, which have been left to hang 
out on the vines for longer to enhance 
their sweetness, according to Brown 
Brothers. 

What to look for: 
Bubbly is a minefield. “Quality 
champagne, sparkling and prosecco 
vary in price depending on region, 
age and history of the vineyard it 
originated,” Dredge says.

If sugar’s on your mind, look for 
a label that says ‘brut’. This will steer 
you towards drier sparkling varieties, 
away from sweeter dulce wines.

Taste Test:
Champagne: White flowers, nougat
Sparkling white: Citris, sea spray
Prosecco: Musk, apricots

Food match:
Dredge suggests pairing both 
champagne and sparkling with oysters 
and scallops while prosecco is best 
paired with a sweet bread. 

How to serve it: 
If you’re on the champers or sparkling, 
the going glass is a flute. Tulip glasses 
are more suitable for prosecco, 
according to Dredge. “Sparkling 
wines, champagnes and prosecco 
should be served in a flute, chilled to 
between six and eight degrees.” 

Skinny-fy it:
Don’t be fooled into thinking the 
top shelf stuff is healthier. And avoid 
the delusion that the sudden impact 
of champers curbs your calories. 
“Most people will find champagne 
will hit their head a little quicker 
than other alcohols and that they 
can therefore take in fewer calories; 
nevertheless, the calories are still 
relative for each standard glass of 
alcohol,” Landau says.

What’s more, a dash of OJ won’t 
cancel any calories. “It’s not ideal to 
mix in orange juice or raspberry into 
the champagne because that’s added 
sugar.” Instead, “it’s a lot better to 
have it straight, portion controlled 
and enjoy it.”

There are lower calorie celebratory 
bubbles, including the sweet and 
citrusy Yellowglen Pink 65, which 
boasts 30 per cent fewer calories 
and 40 per cent less alcohol than its 
standard shelf peers. 

CHAMPAGNE
/SPARKLING WHITE/PROSECCO/
DESSERT WINES
Nothing makes a girl feel 
classier than a glass of 
bubbly – even if the heels 
in her hand suggest 
otherwise. Champagne, 
sparkling and dessert 
wines differ in taste and 
calories according to their 
region and production. 
Here’s to lighter toasting.

EXPERT: Peter Dredge of 
Bay of Fires and Kara 
Landau, accredited 
practising dietitian and 
spokesperson for the 
Dietitians Association of 
Australia

CHAMPAGNE, 120ml glass:
Cal  89 kJ  372 S  2g C  2g AV  12%

MOSCATO SPARKLING, ROSE/WHITE, 
120ml glass:
Cal  95 kJ  396 S  0g C  8.5g AV  9%

RED SPARKLING, 120ml glass:
Cal  97 kJ  407 S  0g C  2.4g AV  13%

DESSERT WINE, 150ml glass:
Cal  105 kJ  440 S  10.5g C  10.5g AV  7.5%

LOW-CALORIE SPARKLING, 100ml glass:
Cal  39 kJ  165 S  2.7g C  3.2g AV  11%

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEET

DRY, 375ml bottle:
Cal  146 kJ  604 S  11.6g C  11.6g AV  4.7%

SWEET, 375ml bottle:
Cal  199 kJ  829 S  25.9g C  25.9g AV  4.7%

CLEAR, LIGHT CIDER, 355ml bottle:
Cal  142 kJ  600 S  8.9g C  13.1g AV  5%

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEET

What’s the difference? 
“The sweetness of cider 
is down to personal taste; 
what one person might 
call sweet could be dry for 
another,” says Maclean. 
Ultimately, however, “the 
level of sweetness is due to 
how much residual sugar 
is left in the cider after it is 
bottled”.

Taste test: 
When it comes to flavour, 
every brand has its own 
signature taste, Maclean 
says. “Bulmers cider, a 
traditional, authentic 
English-style pub cider, has 
a clean apple character with 
a crisp finish.” Alternatively, 
“flavoured variants such 
as Kopparberg cider will 
be fruitier because of the 
fruit characteristics that 
have been derived with the 
addition of apple notes.” 
Lastly, craft cider, such as 
Matilda Bay Dirty Granny, 
is darker and drier with a 
crisp and clear green-apple 
intensity, Maclean says.

Food match:
Cider really is the new wine, 
with food matching rules 
to match. “Cider’s natural 
fruitiness pairs as well with 
pork belly as it would with 
a fresh salad,” Maclean 

says. “The simplest rule 
when pairing cider to food 
is to think of dishes and 
ingredients that you would 
cook with apples – soft 
cheese, squash, roasted 
vegies, chicken and pork.”

How to serve it: 
Use the same rules you 
use for white wine. “Cider 
should always be drunk after 
it has been refrigerated as 
the temperature of the cider 
will enhance the clean, crisp 
flavours,” Maclean says. To 
further amplify the flavours, 
try adding ice. 

Skinny-fy it:
 “Dry cider is lower in 
calories,” Landau says. 
“Remember, there’s more 
alcohol in cider than beer, 
and the kilojoules in a cider 
are effectively equivalent to 
two wines – that’s quite a 
large amount of calories in 
one glass.”

If you’re after lower 
calories, go clear – think 
Strongbow Clear Cider, 
which contains 50 per cent 
less sugar and 35 per cent 
less carbohydrate than 
regular ciders, according to 
Foster’s Group. 

Key: S=sugar; C=carb; 
AV=alcohol volume.

CIDER DRY, SWEET
Cider is the latest cool kid on the bar block with 
the number of Australians enjoying the hard stuff 
increasing from one in 50 to one in 10 in the past 
two years, according to Roy Morgan Research. 
Here’s how to drink an easy rider the healthiest 
way possible. 

EXPERT: Craig Maclean, general manager of Cider 
at Carlton United Breweries, and Kara Landau.

DOWNLOAD 
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CALORIE CHEAT 
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EXPERT: Peter 
Dredge of 
Bay of Fires, 
and Kara 
Landau

What’s the 
difference? 
“Conditions 
such as 
wine-making 
techniques, 
climate and 
terroir affect 
white wine 
in the same 
way they affect red wine,” says 
Dredge.

What to look for: 
“Look for semillon and verdelho 
varieties from the Hunter Valley 
region, and the Adelaide Hills 
is consistently producing great 
sauvignon blanc, pinot grigio 
and pinot gris.  

“Some of the best 
riesling can be found 
in Clare Valley, one of 
Australia’s oldest wine 
regions. And you could 
select chardonnay 
varieties from either 
the Yarra Valley 

region or Mornington 
Peninsula.”

Taste Test:
Chardonnay: Stone fruits, citrus
Riesling: Citrus, lemon, lime, 

floral character

Sauvignon Blanc: Tropical fruits, 
cut grass
Semillon: Light citrus, 
lemongrass
Pinot Grigio: Floral, rockmelon
Pinot Gris: Ripe pears, 
cinnamon
Verdelho: Light florals, straw

Food match: 
For Dredge, chardonnay, 
riesling and pinot grigio are the 
go-to styles. “Sauvignon blanc 
is perfect with a salad or goat’s 
cheese pastry as is verdelho.” 
For particular cuisines such as 
Vietnamese or Indian, Dredge 
suggests opting for a semillon 
or pinot gris.

How to serve it: 
White wine should always 
be served 10 to 12°C in a 
traditional white wine glass, says 
Dredge.

Skinny-fy it:
If you want to keep your 
kilojules down, Landau 
has some wine wisdom. 
“If you’re going to drink a 
white wine, keep in mind 
the dessert and sweet wines 
tend to have a higher calorie 
count. But you needn’t reach 
for the driest of the dry 
either; aim for the middle-
range variety,” she says. 

Early harvest or low-
calorie wines are also making 
a name for themselves. 
Made from grapes plucked 
off the vines before they’ve 
fully developed their alcohol 
and sugar content, these 
low-calorie specimens have 
an alcohol volume of around 
8.5 per cent – significantly 
less than regular tipples’ 12 
per cent. 

RED WINE
EXPERT: Peter Dredge of Bay of Fires, and 
Kara Landau

What’s the difference? 
It all comes down to grape 
variety. “Each grape variety varies 
because of climate, terroir, age 
and winemaking techniques all 
contribute to the differences 
between styles,” says Dredge. 
Regarding style, “Cabernets are 
typically full bodied, while pinot 
noirs tend to be on the light side.” 

What to look for: 
The price for quality reds can vary, 
but you don’t need to splurge to 
get a reasonable wine. “You can 
find great quality Australian reds 
at very reasonable prices,” says 
Dredge. 

Taste Test:
Each style of red offers a variety 
of flavours. Here’s what you can 
expect to taste: 
Merlot: Plum, strawberry
Shiraz: Dark cherry, savoury spice, 
cinnamon
Cabernet: Blackcurrant, clove
Pinot Noir: Strawberry, sweet 
spice, cinnamon

Food match:
“Merlot works well with mild game 
meats, whereas a shiraz will pair 
perfectly with prime beef cuts,” 
says Dredge. For cabernet, “lamb 
or slow cooked meat and pinot 
noir is great with poultry or duck”.

How to serve it: 
If you’ve ever bought an 
engagement present, you’ll be 
well aware of the overwhelming 
choice of wine glasses. “Red 
wines are best served at room 
temperature in a larger sized 

glass,” says 
Dredge. 

Skinny-fy it:
According to 
Landau, portion 
control is the key 
to keeping rotwein 
in check. “If you’re 
watching your 
calorie intake 
at home, 
have a 100 ml glass, which is a 
standard drink, unlike the 150 ml 
you’ll be served at a bar,” she says. 
A sneaky way to reduce the kJs in 
vino is to dilute it. A 150ml spritzer 
made with soda water contains 
fewer kJs than straight wine. 

Luckily for the kJ-conscious, 
low-calorie wine options 
are multiplying faster than 
Kardashians. To deliberately 
produce low-calorie wine, 
grapes are harvested earlier, 
which reduces their ability to 
accumulate a high sugar or 
alcohol content. Alternatively, 
some winemakers opt for a 
reverse osmosis technique. Using 
something like a spinning cone, 
this method of filtering wines 
under high pressure allows for 
precise reduction of the sugar 
content in the grape juice, 
according to The Australian Wine 
Research Institute. While Australia 
lags behind the US, where ‘skinny 
alcohol’ has hit fever pitch, there 
are some local drops worth 
checking out. Lindeman’s Early 
Harvest range, for instance, has 
25 per cent less alcohol and fewer 
calories than a regular red. 

Did you know?
Red wine mightn’t be so bad for 

your waistline. A 13-
year study published 
in 2010 by Boston’s 
Brigham and Women’s 
Hospital found that 
average-weight women 
who enjoyed a wine 
(or two) daily were 30 
per cent less likely to 
be overweight than 
non-drinkers. The 
study followed 20,000 
women. You get the 
wine, we’ll get the 
glasses! 

RED WINE, DRY, 160ml glass:
Cal  109 kJ  456 S  0g C  0g AV  12%

SHIRAZ, 150ml glass:
Cal  81 kJ  338 S  0.9g C  0.9g AV  9%

PINOT NOIR, 100ml glass:
Cal  70 kJ  294 S  1.2g C  1.2g AV  12%

RED WINE SPRITZER, per cocktail:
Cal  21 kJ  87 S  0g C  0g AV  3g

ROSE WINE, 160ml glass:
Cal  119 kJ  496 S  2.7g C  3.2g AV  11%

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEET

WHITE WINE
CHARDONNAY, 100ml glass:
Cal  70 kJ  294 S  1.2g C  1.2g AV  12%

DRY RIESLING, 160ml glass:
Cal  109 kJ  454 S  0.5g C  0.5g AV  12%

LOW-CALORIE WHITE, 150ml glass:
Cal  77 kJ  318 S  1.3g C  1.3g AV  8.5%

SEMILLON SAUVIGNON BLANC,
120ml glass:
Cal  100 kJ  416 S  0g C  4.1g AV  8.5%

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEET

PAIRING FOOD 
AND WINE: YOUR 
POCKET GUIDE
It can be tricky to achieve the 
balance of the perfect wine 
with the perfect dish. Here are 
Dredge’s top 5 tips:

1. Match the weight/richness of 
the food and body of the wine

2. Match the flavour intensity 
of the food and the flavour 
intensity of the wine

3. Match acidic foods with high 
acidic wines

4. Match sweet foods with sweet 
wines

5. Avoid combining oil or very 
salty foods with high tannin 
red wines

“Some of the best 
riesling can be found 
in Clare Valley, one of 
Australia’s oldest wine 
regions. And you could 
select chardonnay 
varieties from either 
the Yarra Valley 

region or Mornington 
Peninsula.”

Taste Test:
Chardonnay: Stone fruits, citrus
Riesling: Citrus, lemon, lime, 

floral character
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Food match:
Shochu: Unsurprisingly, shochu 
and Japanese cuisine are made 
for each other, says Matters. But 
don’t count it out as an aperitif or 
trackside tipple. “Shochu is really 
diverse and can be consumed 
before, during or even after a 
meal.”

Sake: As well as working well 
with Japanese cuisine, sake works 
a treat with spicy dishes – think 
Thai. Barley-based shochu also 
complements salty dishes, as it 
cuts through the sodium. Pulled 
pork sambo, meet your match. 

How to serve it:
Shochu: “Serve it cold and over 
ice as this helps with appreciating 
the aromatics of the liquor.” And 
if you’re feeling jazzy, “a great 
combination is to mix it with a little 
bit of tonic and make it more of a 
cocktail.”

Sake: There are no rules when 
serving sake. “We serve most of 
our sake slightly chilled; we think 
that’s the best way to appreciate 
the sake: it’s more aromatic and 
much more colour-flavoured.”

You can adjust the flavour 

of sake by manipulating water 
temperature. “Traditionally, sake 
is served hot, but there’s also 
interim sake, which is about having 
that nice warm water touch. If it’s 
served cold you can appreciate 
far more the aromatics of the sake 
as well.”

Skinny-fy it:
“One of the great things about 
both sake and shochu is that 
there’s no added sugar, no 
added preservatives, no fighting 
agents or crystallising agents,” 
Matters says. 

“They are both very clean and 
natural liquors; you’re getting 
barley, water and the product of the 
fermentation process – that’s it”. 
They’ll keep the insulin tide low and 
lower the odds of a hangover. 

• 45 ml of Blanco white rum
• 250 ml of fresh pineapple juice
• Rock salt for the rim
• Ice cubes

SPIRITS & COCKTAILS

JAPANESE LIQUOR
SAKE AND SHOCHU SAKE RICE WINE, 180ml 

(standard serving size):
Cal  241 kJ  1008 S  0g AV  16%

SHOCHU, 30ml shot:
Cal  15-20 AV  25%-30%

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEET

PRE-MADE MOJITO, 120ml serve:
Cal  161 kJ  674 S  0g C  16.3g AV  12%

PRE-MADE COSMO, 120ml serve:
Cal  185 kJ  774 S  0g C  22.2g AV  9%

VODKA, FRESH LIME & SODA, 
230ml serve:
Cal  68 kJ  282 S  0g C  0g AV  12%

STRAWBERRY DAIQUIRI, per cocktail:
Cal  160 kJ  670 S  0g C  12g AV  3g

CALORIE CHEAT-SHEETCocktails with the girls were a 
favourite pastime long before 
Carrie and her crew made the 
Cosmo famous. With a Google 
search for ‘skinny cocktail’ 
returning close to 20 million 
results, drinkers are clearly 
keen on healthy mixer options. 
Here’s the skinny.

EXPERT: Todd Millar, bar 
supervisor, Chimmi’s Rum 
Cantina, Bondi Junction, 
and Kara Landau

You might think the liquor world is turning Japanese with sake 
and shochu booming in popularity. In 2011, the Japan Sake and 
Shochu Makers Association reported that exports of sake to the 
US doubled within a decade to a whopping 14,014 kilolitres. If 
you’re ready to say konnichi wa to this hot new trend, here’s what 
you need to know.

EXPERT: Chris Matters, general manager of Sake, Sydney, 
sakerestaurant.com.au

fruits rather than packaged fruit drinks, which come 
with added sugar. And think beyond orange, lemon 
and lime. Freshly sliced pineapple adds a stunning 
tropical twist (see Chimmi’s Rum Cantina’s signature 
cocktail, The Salty Donkey). “As soon as you grow 
accustomed to enjoying fresh produce in cocktails, 
it’s hard to go back to your canned tropical juice.”

How to serve it:
When hosting your own soiree, Landau says 
keeping your cocktail calories down is easy. 
“Definitely choose mineral water or soda water over 
lemonade, and if you want to bulk up your drink, 
crush some ice in a blender to make it a daiquiri.”

Skinny-fy it:
“If you’re at a bar and watching your kilojoule 
intake, ask for natural flavours and juices instead of 
syrups; a classic example is fresh lime instead of lime syrup,” 
says Landau.

In The Clean Separation, Landau posts a hot bar tip. “If 
your drink is being prepared for you, ask for the shot to be 
measured rather than free poured so you can keep track of 
how much you are consuming.”

Got a sweet tooth? Use frozen berries or frozen bananas 
to jazz up spirits. If you prefer a smoothie-like quencher, use 
coconut or almond milk, says Landau. 

SKINNY DRINK
What’s the difference? 
When it comes to the star of your cocktail, 
there’s a golden rule: “Usually, the clearer 
the liquor, the lower in sugar and therefore 
kilojoules,” says Landau. Millar says 
respective spirits also invite specific drink 
partners, which can change a drink’s 
overall profile. “Vodka is a lighter choice 
and is usually enjoyed with juice, soda 
or in cocktails while whiskey and rum 
are definitely more complex in flavour 
and best enjoyed neat or on the rocks,” 
he says. As a general rule (standard 
vodka and soda excepted), “vodka is for 
martini, rum is for party and whiskey is for 
drinking straight”, says Millar.

What to look for: 
Spirits: If you’ve got cash to burn, Millar 
recommends investing in quality brands. 
“The difference between a cheap 
bottle of vodka and a quality bottle of 
Belvedere or Grey Goose can be more 
than just the taste – but the hangover as 
well.” Quality brands generally use fewer 
preservatives, he says. 

Mixers: As with food, fresh is best. 
“Using fresh produce in cocktail making 
will not only add to the flavour of the 
cocktail but will enhance the essence of 
the spirit itself.”

For flavour, embrace freshly squeezed 

BONUS RECIPE 
SALTY DONKEY 
COCKTAIL

What’s the difference? 
“The primary difference is that 
shochu is distilled in 25 per cent 
humidity, whereas sake is brewed 
like beer,” says Matters. “Although 
sake is available in a bottle, many 
people mistake it for rice wine, but 
the maturation process is slightly 
different.”

What to look for:
Shochu: Depending on what flavour 
you’re after, Matters advising 
seeking out one of five foundation 
ingredients: barley, sweet potato, 
buckwheat, brown sugar or rice. 
Varieties tend to reflect the regions 
from which they’re derived. 

Sake: No wonder it’s so hot 
right now among the be-seen 
crowd; it doesn’t get much more 
pure than sake. “Sake brewers 
will always ensure the conditions 
in which it’s brewed are pristine, 
that the water used in production 
is pristine, that the quality of the 
barley is pristine,” Matters says.

Taste test:
The base determines the flavour. 
“Sweet potato-based shochu 
will often have an elegant oak 
flavour to it, but with sake you’ll 
taste more buckwheat in some 
varieties and more herbal flavours 
in others.”
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