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      THE WINES OF ARGENTINA,
CHILE AND LATIN AMERICA


      
      Christopher Fielden has been in the wine trade since leaving school over forty years ago and his travels have taken him to
         more than a hundred different countries. On his first trip to South America, thirty years ago, he arrived in French Guiana
         by dugout canoe and has been fascinated by the continent ever since.
      

      
      Within the trade he has launched a number of wines on the British market, including Jacob’s Creek from Australia and Marqués
         de Cacéres from Rioja. He has been President of the national Wine and Spirit Association and a Trustee for two terms of the
         Wine and Spirit Education Trust. He has had a wide and varied career, which has included a time selling Scotch whisky all
         over the world and more than four years as the France-based sales director of a leading Burgundy producer.
      

      
      For over ten years he had a column in Decanter and has written ten books on wine-related subjects, including Burgundy, Alsace and wine fraud. He also contributed to The Oxford Companion to Wine. He used to have a regular wine spot on national radio and has lectured on wines from Beijing to Memphis.
      

      
      In real life he is a clergy spouse in Wiltshire, where he is deeply involved with rural life.
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         ‘Begin at the beginning’, the King said,
gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end:
then stop.’

         Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865
         

      
      In an over-populated world, does one have to justify the creation of a new being? If the world is that of wine-books, I feel
         that the answer has to be, ‘Yes!’ What justification can I give then for this book? First of all, it must be realised that
         the countries of Latin America are both important producers and consumers of wine. Of the 25 largest wine-producing countries,
         17 come from Europe and five from Latin America; that leaves just three places for the rest of the world. Of the 10 countries
         with the largest per capita consumption of wine, eight come from Europe and two from Latin America. Wine then is important
         not just as a crop within the region; it is also an important part of the regular diet of many of the countries of Latin America.
         The subject is therefore broad enough to justify a book.
      

      
      Equally important is the growing role that wines from these countries play in the open markets of the United States, the UK
         and other countries. The wines of Chile are no longer considered to be novelty items; those of Argentina are broadly available
         and both Mexico and Uruguay are creating niches for themselves. The matter of surprise is that there are so few books on the
         subject of the wines of Latin America. Until last year, the leading book in English on the wines of Chile appeared almost
         20 years ago. Whilst one on those of Argentina has recently appeared in the United States, it has found no publisher in England.
         Indeed, even in the countries concerned, outside technical works, there is very little available for the reader interested in wine. It is not that the wines of Latin America are newcomers. Monseigneur le Vin, published by French wine-merchants Nicolas in 1924 gives production statistics not just, as you might expect, for the vineyards
         in the Americas of Chile and Argentina, but also for those of Brazil, Bolivia, Uruguay, Peru and Mexico.
      

      
      Interestingly, I have in front of me some wine-lists from Harvey’s, the fine wine merchants from Bristol: that of 1962 includes
         one Chilean wine – a Valparaiso Tinto at 7/6d; that of 1976 contains no wines from South America at all. However, I can remember
         from my early days in the wine trade in Liverpool in the 1960s buying bottles of Undurraga and Concha y Toro as ‘novelty’
         wines for tasting. I hope that this book will fill some of the undoubted gap in current wine knowledge that exists.
      

      
      Why is it a book on the wines of Latin America and not just on, for example, those of Chile or Argentina? Here I must admit
         a great debt. To celebrate the 500th anniversary of the first arrival in America of Christopher Columbus, the Spanish government
         published a book entitled La Viticultura Americana y sus Raíces (‘American Viticulture and its Roots’). This gave the background to all those countries in the Americas, North and South,
         where there are vineyards and full details of their history and composition. This did not speak much of the wines; indeed,
         in some of the countries the grapes grown were just for table consumption. On the other hand it clearly showed the progress
         of the vine through the Americas. The scope of this book is somewhat different. First, the United States and Canada are omitted
         because they are plainly not Latin American countries, though a case might be made for the inclusion of some American wineries
         from the south-west of the United States. Also such countries as Ecuador, the Dominican Republic and Guatemala are left out,
         because they do not have a commercial wine industry of significance. On the other hand, since the book appeared in 1992, vineyards
         have been planted in Cuba and Cuban wine is now present in a small number of foreign markets. Cuba is included.
      

      
      The range of countries profiled in the book is large. Some, like Chile and Argentina, are very important in the world of wine.
         If we are talking purely quantitatively, Argentina has been much more important, but production was seriously reduced in a
         bid to concentrate more on quality. Some, like Cuba and Bolivia, are very small; Venezuela is only just joining the wine club; Peru has been there for centuries. Some have a large domestic market,
         some have almost none. The contrasts between them are very apparent, but they all have one thing in common, their first roots
         were in the missionaries from Spain and Portugal. It is this that binds together the countries in this book.
      

      
      Finally, what are my qualifications for writing the book? I first visited Latin America, or, at least, a part of it in July
         1971, but my introduction to its wines was scarcely at the sharp end. On that occasion, when I was selling Scotch whisky,
         I can only remember tasting wines in Peru and Paraguay. More memorable was a rather louche Cuban I met in Panama, who produced
         a grubby handkerchief out of his trouser pocket, opened it up and invited me to take my pick from the selection of Brazilian
         diamonds it contained.
      

      
      It was not for almost another 20 years that I first visited Chile. Since then I have been back regularly to South America
         and four trips have been made specifically for this book: the first to Mexico; the second to Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay;
         the third to Venezuela, Peru, Bolivia, Argentina and Chile; and the last, by my assistant, Julie West, to Cuba.
      

      
      One temptation that I have had in writing this book is that of turning it into a travelogue, as there has been any number
         of interesting and, occasionally, amusing experiences in the trips it has involved. However, I have done my best to keep it
         a wine book. It is, however, a book that reflects my own interests and one of those is history. I am fascinated by the three
         waves that have had a dramatic influence on wine production throughout Latin America. First of all came the missionaries,
         who planted vines to make wine for the mass from the first plantings in Isla la Española (Hispaniola or, nowadays, the Dominican
         Republic) in 1493, vines arrived in Nueva España (Mexico) in 1522 and in Peru in about 1548. From there it spread to Chile
         and Argentina. The last Mission to be built in California was that of Sonoma, as late as 1823.
      

      
      As early as 1519, the Merchant Venturers of Seville were instructed to see that every ship leaving for the Indies should carry
         vine plants as part of its cargo. In the early years, this posed problems, as the vines would begin to shoot as they passed
         through the tropics and would give fruit irregularly. In order to minimise this problem plants were later loaded en route,
         either in the Canaries or the Azores. Many of the early vineyards came to be planted from pips from raisins that formed part of the everyday
         diet of the Spanish military.
      

      
      The Portuguese King John III sent Martin Alfonso de Sousa to colonise Brazil, where he arrived in January 1532. His cargo
         included bananas, oranges and, from the island of Madeira, sugar cane and vines. In parallel, then, the Spanish and Portuguese
         recognised the importance that the production of wine might play in the economies of their overseas possessions. Indeed the
         success of these wines can be judged by the fact that the Spanish king felt that, in 1699, in order to protect the domestic
         economy, he had to ban the production of all wine, except that destined for church use, in his American colonies. Indeed,
         70 years earlier, the shipment of wines from Peru and Chile to Mexico or Spain itself had been restricted. There were similar
         bans imposed by the Portuguese crown on the production of wine in Brazil. The domestic wine-producers of both Spain and Portugal
         must have felt gravely threatened for such decrees to be made. As far as the Spanish were concerned, it is likely that such
         laws were imposed more strongly in Mexico, the seat of their colonial government, than in the more distant vice-royalty of
         Peru.
      

      
      Whilst one can only speculate as to what varieties were planted in these early vineyards, it is likely that they were the
         ancestors of such current base-wine grapes as the Criolla and Cereza of Argentina, the País of Chile, the Mission of California
         and the Moscatels. These last are still widely planted for distillation into pisco in Peru and Chile and singani in Bolivia,
         as well as for wine in Argentina and Uruguay. Whilst the Criolla and the País are black grapes, the best wine that they are
         capable of producing, except in special circumstances, is a deep rosé. Such wines are still very popular throughout Latin
         America. Indeed, in Uruguay, for example, such rosés often contain a substantial proportion of Muscat d’Hambourg.
      

      
      These early vineyards would have been planted close to the colonial cities that provided ready markets for the wine. The first
         plantings in Peru, for example, were around the capital city of Cuzco. Here the altitude and the harsh Andean climate were
         scarcely conducive to successful viticulture and it was not long before there were major vineyard plantings closer to the
         coast, particularly around the town of Ica. Similarly, the first vineyards in Argentina were probably planted far to the north of Mendoza, the present viticultural capital.
      

      
      I have spoken of the three waves in the wine history of Latin America. The second came with the vast emigration, largely of
         agricultural workers from Europe during the second half of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century. Some
         were victims of the industrial revolution, some were victims of the revolutionary unrest that spared few European countries,
         and some were victims of war and a few of religious oppression. Just as the United States expanded rapidly at this time, drawing
         most of its immigrants from northern Europe, so Mexico and the new republics of South America attracted immigrants, for the
         most part, from southern Europe. These Italians, Portuguese and Spaniards had a long winemaking tradition. For them, wine
         was an everyday necessity. Whilst many may have worked in the expanding industries of the new countries, they planted small
         plots of vines to give them the wine they needed. One has only to look at the names of the largest wine companies of Latin
         America to see the enormous influence of the Italians, the Basques and the Catalans. Initially, again, wine was made for local
         consumption, but the coming of steamships and the railways opened up new markets. These, in their turn, demanded more, and
         better, wine.
      

      
      The third wave has been the arrival of the multinationals. Often these have been major drinks companies, whose sales have
         been led by spirits. For the most part, the countries of Latin America have a history of protectionism and have tried to close
         their borders against the importation of foreign luxury products, such as spirits and Champagne. This has had two major results:
         first, certain economies in the area have based their existence on smuggling. One has only to look at the import figures for
         such sparsely inhabited countries as Paraguay, Belize and French Guiana, to understand how important this might be.
      

      
      From my early days as a whisky salesman, I can remember arriving at Asunción, the capital of Paraguay, without any contacts.
         I found a very helpful commercial attaché at the British Embassy, who described graphically the local scenario: there was
         a legitimate market, which accounted for 10% of the business and a smuggling market, which accounted for the rest. Which did
         I want to attack? Taking pragmatism as my guide, I said that I was prepared to go for the bigger slice of the cake, as long
         as I could be certain that I would be paid. I was assured that in Paraguay, that was not a problem, however, to be a smuggler you had to have a smuggler’s licence.
         To qualify for this, you had to have a turnover of, I think it was, US$250,000 a month. The only person who qualified for
         this was the brother-in-law of President Stroessner! A meeting was arranged for me with this man and he said that he was very
         happy to handle any goods that were already being legally sold in either Argentina or Brazil! That is how Old Bushmills first
         came to be sold in Paraguay!
      

      
      The second approach to the market would be for the major companies to establish subsidiary companies in the various countries.
         They would invest locally in wineries, bottling-plants, or perhaps vineyards. By spending money on the ground, they hoped
         that this would make the way easier for the direct importation of their products. Naturally, this became more interesting,
         the larger the domestic market. It is not surprising that Brazil, Mexico and Argentina have proved to be more interesting
         targets for the multinationals than Chile, Bolivia and Peru.
      

      
      In addition, such companies as Allied Domecq, for example, have tried to create as large a portfolio as possible for their
         sales-force. Thus wines have come to be added to the base range of spirits. Similar restrictions have led to the establishment
         of wineries in many countries by the leading Champagne houses.
      

      
      More recent has been the arrival of the flying winemaker, and this is a concept about which I have certain qualms. Certainly,
         there is little doubt that they have improved the winemaking in every country covered by this book. However, the brief from
         their employers, ultimately, either directly or indirectly the major international supermarket chains, is to make wines that
         will appeal to the consumer. If one person is making wine in a number of countries, there is the danger that he will work
         to a standard formula and produce similar wine in all those countries. The dominance of the Big Four grape varieties – Cabernet
         Sauvignon, Merlot, Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc – is evidence of this. Whilst it might make better sense for a supermarket
         chain to sell Merlot, rather than Tannat from Uruguay, for example, it would be a great pity if the identity of the wines
         of individual countries were to become submerged into a basic style.
      

      
      Whilst, as I have said earlier, I have tried to make this book as comprehensive as possible, the more that I have written,
         the more I have realised there is to write. I give notes on approximately 70 different wineries in Argentina, yet there are more than
         1,400 that go unmentioned. Earlier in this chapter, I have said that there is no commercial wine production in Ecuador. However,
         since starting to write it, I have heard of a German producing sparkling wine there and a friend has given me a bottle of
         something called Castell Real, Tinto Seco, Vino de Cocina, 1988 Vintage, for which he paid, so a sticker tells me 75 c. The
         producer is the Unión Vinícola Internacional C. Ltda. at Guayaquíl. The label would suggest to me that it is a wine to be
         used for cooking, but in the small print it suggests rather that it is to be drunk, in moderation. The label also pictures
         such attractive dishes as chicken and chips, ham and eggs and a hamburger and relish; perhaps it is meant to be drunk with
         these. Is this wine made from grapes grown in Ecuador? Is it imported in bulk and bottled the country? Is it made from imported
         must concentrate? Should I extend my research and include a chapter on the wines of Ecuador?
      

      
      I think not.

      

   
      
      Argentina
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         Excellent secondary wines are made at Mendoza,
at the base of the Andes, which form an article of
considerable traffic with Buenos Ayres, a
thousand miles distant across the Pampas. They
are transported even during the summer heats,
and so far from spoiling, they prove all the better
from the journey. The wine is not carried in skins,
which so taint and disqualify the
            produce of some
districts in the mother-country, but is conveyed in
small barrels slung on each side of a mule and the
quantity
            thus sent is considerable.
James L. Denman, The Vine and its Fruit, 1875
         

      
      
      Argentina is by far the most important wine country in Latin America, both in terms of the area that it has under vines: 209,000
         hectares as opposed to the next largest, 132,000 hectares in Chile, and also in per capita consumption: 40.99 litres, as opposed
         to 31 litres in Uruguay. Despite all this it is difficult to comprehend that on all vinous sides, it is but a shadow of its
         former self. In 1973, the production of wine in Argentina was 27 million hectolitres; in 1997 it was exactly half this. In
         1970 the annual consumption per capita of wine in Argentina reached 91.79 litres, now it is just 41. Like no other wine country
         in the world, the wine industry in Argentina has been through a torrid time and is only now just emerging from the ashes.
      

      
      Geographically, there is no other country in the world that has a broader spread of vineyards than those of Argentina. They
         stretch in the lee of the Andes almost 1,600 km from Salta in the north to Neuquén in the south. In altitude, the vineyards
         range from 450 m above sea level in Río Negro to over 2,000 m in Salta Province. This means that there is a wide range of climatic conditions.
         As we shall also see the altitude of the vineyards plays perhaps a larger part than in any other wine country.
      

      
      In many ways Argentina has much going for it as a wine-producing country. For a start, the family of the President, Dr Saúl
         Menem, has a background in the wine trade in the province of La Rioja. It has a good climate and no shortage of water for
         irrigation. It has no shortage of land available for the expansion of vineyards. Indeed, as has just been mentioned, the area
         under vines could increase by almost 50%, just by replanting the area that has been grubbed up since 1972. Land is cheap.
         There is also a healthy domestic market of approximately 35 million consumers, most of them of Italian or Spanish origin,
         with a tradition of wine drinking. All this makes the country an attractive proposition and the wine industry has attracted
         inward investment more than any other country in Latin America.
      

      
      Are there clouds on the horizon? The main one must be the question of economic stability. Since 1991, the Argentine peso has
         been pegged to the US dollar in a bid to curb inflation and to give some solidity to the currency. Whilst there is no doubt
         that in the short term this has achieved the desired effect, as I write this, questions are being asked as to whether the
         economy is about to implode with dangerous results. A further problem is that of the wine that Argentina exports, three-quarters
         is just ordinary ‘table wine’. This is no more than a commodity and, as a commodity, can easily be the victim of market circumstances
         beyond its control. For Argentina to be a truly major force in the world of wine, it must concentrate its efforts on the export
         of ‘fine’ wine. Here it is having some success, with sales in Britain, for example, rising fast. It is in this field that
         the future of the Argentine wine industry must lie.
      

      
      HISTORY

      
      The colonisation of Argentina took place in three different waves and from three different directions. The first colony in
         the country was established in 1536 at Buenos Aires, by the explorer Pedro de Mendoza, who arrived with a fleet of 16 ships
         and 1,600 men. However, largely due to the hostility of the local Querandí Indians, the settlement was abandoned and the Spaniards sailed up the Paraná River and built the city of Asunción, in what is now Paraguay.
         It was more than 40 years before the Spaniards established another bridgehead on the south bank of the River Plate.
      

      
      The other two waves of exploration into what is now Argentina were financed by the wealth of the silver mines of Peru and
         Bolivia, and they came through the Andes. In 1553, Francisco de Aguirre, known as the ‘Mother of Cities’ for his role as a
         coloniser (and who has given his name to a major Chilean winery) established the first Spanish city in the country, Santiago
         del Estero. This became an important stage on the route between the food-supplying region of the Pampas and the colonial cities
         in the Andes. The third ‘invasion’ came from Chile through the Uspallata Pass and led to the foundation of the city of Mendoza
         in 1561, by Pedro de Castilla, and of San Juan, by Juan Jufré, the following year. There is little doubt that all these expeditions
         will have included priests, who most probably brought vine-shoots with them.
      

      
      It is Juan Cidrón (or Cedrón), however, who is credited with being the father of the Argentine wine industry. In 1553, the
         citizens of Santiago del Estero complained that there was no priest in their community and asked that one should be sent from
         Chile. This was the man who was sent and he is recorded as having arrived with a crucifix in one hand and a bundle of vine-shoots
         and cottonseed in the other.
      

      
      Early winemaking was almost totally in the hands of the Jesuits, who primarily made wine for their own needs. However, trade
         developed, mainly across the Andes, and, to a lesser extent, to Buenos Aires. Notwithstanding the transport difficulties of
         the seventeenth century, Antonio Vasquez de Espinosa could report that in Mendoza, ‘there are very good vineyards from which
         they make quantities of wine which they export in carts via Córdoba to Buenos Aires’. This business must have been very risky,
         for apart from the natural hazards of a month’s journey by ox-cart, entry and exit duties had to be paid to each province
         through which the wine travelled. In addition, the prices in Buenos Aires were fixed by the City Council. For example, in
         1620, the price per arroba was 14 pesos for wine from Castilla, 12 pesos for wine from Paraguay and 10 pesos for wine from Chile (Mendoza and San Juan).
         In the same year the prices were reduced to 12, 10 and 6 pesos, respectively. By this time, there were officials deputed to check on the quality of any wine that was offered for sale in
         the city.
      

      
      Morewood, writing in 1838, says, ‘The genial warmth of the climate and soil in the valleys and plains under the Andes, are
         particularly favourable to the growth of the vine. Some of the vineyards, especially those in the vicinity of Mendoza, are
         said to contain 60,000 plants. The grapes are large, black, and highly flavoured, resembling the Hambro species more than
         any other. A duty of one dollar is imposed on every cask of brandy and four reals on every cask of wine. The wines and brandies
         of Mendoza, San Juan and Rioja, make their way to the Río de la Plata to the extent of 12,000 barrels annually, where they
         are bartered for English merchandise, besides which, large quantities are sent to Potosí, Santa Fé, and other places. In transporting
         these over the immense plains of the Pampas, oxen and mules are employed. The former to the number of six in a wagon, travelling
         about eight leagues in a day; and the latter laden with skins in pack-saddles, travel in troops together at the rate of ten
         or twelve leagues a day.’
      

      
      In 1776, the Spanish government created the Viceroyalty of the River Plate and, for the first time, the provinces of the Cuyo
         (Mendoza and San Juan) owed allegiance to Buenos Aires rather than to Chile. This situation was comparatively short-lived,
         for in May 1810 came the revolution, in which the country gained independence. This led to a bitter internal struggle between
         the Federalists, who believed that each province should have autonomous powers, and the Unitarists, who demanded a centralised
         government, with the power being firmly held by Buenos Aires. Overall, the Unitarists continued to dominate the political
         life of the country. Naturally, in such circumstances, things were not easy for a provincial, rural industry, such as wine.
      

      
      There were three important factors in the creation of a truly national wine industry. The first was the power of an ever-growing
         immigrant community used to consuming and, often, making wine. The first of these had arrived in San Juan as early as 1777.
         They were Portuguese prisoners, as a result of the war between Spain and Portugal, and they included a number of agronomists
         and viticulturalists. The real immigrant movement did not get under way, however, for almost another century. As Dr Emilio
         Maurín Navarro writes in his history of the Argentine wine trade, ‘In 1874, the last year of the Sarmiento presidency, there
         arrived in Mendoza fifty-eight immigrants, who were received with enthusiasm by the city which organised a great celebration in their honour.’
         The following year there were 296 immigrants of whom 122 were Italian, 96 French, 30 Spanish, 18 German and 11 Swiss. It must
         be assumed that many of these came from wine-growing regions. (There were also eight Englishmen and two Americans.)
      

      
      One has only to look at the histories of the major wine companies still in existence, to see that this was the time when many
         of their founding families first arrived in Argentina. Taking a random selection of brochures, I see that Juan Carlos Graffigna
         began producing wine in San Juan in 1869, Pascual Toso in 1880, Luis Tirasso established Santa Ana in 1891, Rodolfo Suter
         arrived in Argentina in 1897, Enrique Tittarelli in 1898 and the Pulenta family, of Peñaflor, in 1902. For every potential
         producer who arrived in Argentina, it must be realised that a host of potential consumers also arrived. These lived mainly
         in the big cities, for wine was an urban drink; on the farms, spirits were much more popular.
      

      
      The second major influence was Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, a native of San Juan, who became Argentina’s first President from
         the provinces. During his presidency (1868–74), he established wine schools in San Juan and in Mendoza. He also brought to
         the country three foreign experts: a Frenchman, Aimé Pouget, who is credited with introducing many of the noble French varietals;
         an Italian, Schieroni, who established an experimental vine nursery with more than 200 varieties; and a German, Röveder, who
         ran one of the wine schools.
      

      
      The final influence was the arrival of the Buenos Aires al Pacífico railway in Mendoza in 1885, with a line to San Juan established
         the following year. This meant that delivery times to the major market, Buenos Aires, were reduced from a month to two or
         three days. This naturally had a beneficial effect on the quality of the wine and also opened up the possibility of wines
         being shipped to European markets.
      

      
      These factors all led to an increase in the quality of the wine and a move away from total reliance on the Criolla grape,
         which had been the backbone of the industry since its introduction by priests in the sixteenth century. The use of European
         varietals was particularly recommended by Tiburcio Benegas, who might be described as the creator of the modern wine industry
         in Argentina. He recommended also that wines should be made in European styles and in one of his books that appeared in 1885, he gave recipes for producing ‘Burdeos’ and ‘Borgoña’. He was also the
         founder of the wine company, Trapiche.
      

      
      Tiburcio Benegas was also one of the driving forces behind the establishment of the Defensa Viti-Vinícola Nacional, which
         was created in 1904 as a vehicle to fight the sale of fraudulent or adulterated wines, on which taxes were rarely paid. This
         role is now the responsibility of the Instituto Nacional de Vitivinicultura.
      

      
      In the early years of the twentieth century, the Argentine upper-classes still insisted on drinking French wines; it was the
         new wave of immigrants who kept the local wine industry in business. The first Argentinean ‘Champagne’, the brainchild of
         a German, Juan Von Toll, appeared on the market in 1905, and the writer Fernando Buzzi, puts its instant success to the proliferation
         of tango bars and brothels in Buenos Aires, providing solace to a predominantly male immigrant community.
      

      
      During the middle of the twentieth century, there was a dramatic expansion in the vineyard area in Argentina. In 1936, there
         were 149,815 hectares of vines; in 1950 there were 175,013, but by 1977, at its peak, the figure had reached 350,680. Two
         other interesting peaks, were that in per capita consumption (1970 – 91.79 litres) and in overall production (1976 – 27 million
         hectolitres). Interestingly, as a result of government policies, which resulted in the planting of low quality vineyards in
         Mendoza Province, a second peak in production was reached in 1987. Since then the decline has been rapid in all three fields.
         This has been brought about, as in many other traditional wine-producing countries, by a combination of factors. The first
         of these is the rapid rise in the consumption of beers, fruit juices and soft drinks, such as Coca-Cola. These are all very
         much brand dominated and have vast marketing budgets behind them. Also it might be said that, in hot climates, such as that
         of most of Argentina, they provide better ‘refreshment’. Secondly, and this also comes with a growing market with higher aspirations,
         there is a move away from ‘table’ wine to ‘fine’ wine.
      

      
      It is interesting that the first peak of production, in 1976, coincided with a dramatic leap in export sales which in that
         year shot up to 45 million litres from just 11 million litres the year before. However, this is accounted for very largely
         by sales in bulk to Chile, presumably because of a short harvest there. In the same year sales of ‘fine’ wine increased from 2.05 million litres to 2.78 million litres, two-thirds of this was sold in just three
         markets in South America: Brazil, Venezuela and Paraguay. The United States was the fourth biggest market.
      

      
      Despite the fact that this increase was short-lived, it engendered certain optimism with regard to exporting. An article in
         the Buenos Aires Herald of 12 October 1977, was headed ‘Argentine Wines Among World’s Best’. Similarly, a month earlier a feature appeared in the
         Financial Times of London about Argentina and it included an article headed ‘Wine Begins to Travel’. It finished up, ‘If the export trade
         in wines grows – as is likely as a result of Government efforts to increase the exports of all Argentine manufacturers – this
         should lead naturally to more discipline in the industry. The discipline will come all the more quickly if special efforts
         are made to export bottled rather than bulk wines and the Argentine producers see the necessity of establishing and safeguarding
         the names of the wines and their constant quality.’ Here two recurring problems in the Argentine wine trade were pointed out,
         the lack of constancy of quality and the pragmatism with which the wines were labelled. These are problems that are still
         present, though to a lesser degree than in the past.
      

      
      For the first time eight of the largest producers jointly attacked the British market, until then just an importer of cheap
         wine, the equivalent of approximately 10,000 cases a year in bulk. These producers put on a tasting for the trade and the
         press at one of London’s most exclusive clubs in October 1977. Overall the reactions were favourable and for the first time
         the capacity of Argentina as a potential source for good wine came to be recognised. A period of expansion in sales began.
         This good work was totally destroyed on 2 April 1982 when the Falkland Islands were invaded. It was more than 10 years before
         the ground that was lost on that day, was recovered.
      

      
      The result of this gross over-production of ‘table’ wine was a collapse in prices, which fell below 10c a litre. An interesting
         comparison can be made in looking at the figures for new vineyard planting; from 1985 to 1990 an average of 2,000 hectares
         of new vineyards were planted each year, in the following five years, this fell to less than 100 hectares. It is important
         to note also that Argentina has only had an open economy since 1990. The hard currencies were not available for the wineries
         to invest in modern plant. As it was put to me by a leading figure in the industry, ‘At the time, we did not have educated people who made wine for educated
         people.’
      

      
      During the past few years, many of the traditional companies, specialising in low-price wines, have gone to the wall. Those
         that have survived are those who have also produced quality wine, particularly if they have been able to develop export markets.
         In the Argentine world of wine, big is no longer necessarily beautiful.
      

      
      Today, the wine industry of Argentina lies at a crossroads. It can no longer rely on the domestic market; it must invest in
         exporting. The multinational companies seem to have confidence in its future; let us hope they are right!
      

      
      THE WINE REGIONS

      
      Whilst the vine is widely grown in Argentina, to all intents and purposes, wine is produced in the string of provinces that
         form the western border of the country, those that lie in the shadow of the Andes. As far as the Instituto Nacional de Vitivinicultura
         (I.N.V.) is concerned these are classified in four groups: the North-West; the Centre-West; the South; and Others. Of these
         the Centre-West, which comprises the Provinces of Mendoza and San Juan, accounts for more than 90% of production.
      

      
      Argentina is the only country in South America to have a D.O.C. (Denominación de Origen Controlada) system. I would like to
         say that it has a well-developed D.O.C. system, but that is not the case. In fact the first wines to bear D.O.C. labels were
         Chardonnays from San Rafael in the 1992 vintage. At present there are just two D.O.C.s, both from the Province of Mendoza:
         San Rafael and Luján de Cuyo. Their relative unimportance in the Argentine wine scene suggests that their future is uncertain.
         Why should this be so? Perhaps most people think as did a spokesman for Bodegas Norton, when he said to me, ‘We don’t trust
         any control; the cuisine is not as it was twenty years ago. Look at the French and the Spanish, they have handcuffed themselves.’
      

      
      Whilst it does not imply any qualitative controls, the growers of the Province of Río Negro have adopted as a regional statement
         of the origin for their wines, ‘Los Vinos de la zona fría’ – ‘Wines from the cold zone’.
      

      
      [image: image]

      Argentina

      
      
      
      Generally speaking, the vineyard regions of Argentina have well-defined summers and winters. In summer the weather can be
         hot and there is little or no rainfall. The main climatic problem is hail, which can strike suddenly and devastatingly. Whilst
         rockets are still occasionally used to break up potential hail-clouds, the main protection is netting. Winters can be cold,
         but frost in spring is rarely a danger. Annual rainfall varies between 150 and 400 mm, but this is supplemented by unlimited
         water for irrigation, either from the rivers flowing down from the Andes, or from artesian wells drawing on subterranean aquifers.
      

      
      In Argentina, more than in any other wine-producing country in the world, altitude of the vineyards is a powerful factor.
         Indeed it has been the marketing point behind the launch of the Terrazas range of wines from Chandon. Each grape variety has
         its ideal altitude. The vineyards in Argentina range from about 450 m above sea-level in Río Negro, to just over 2,000 m in
         Salta. The advantages of higher altitudes include better exposure to ultra-violet rays and higher contrasts between day and
         night temperatures. Similar results can be obtained by planting in the valleys leading down from the Andes. Here currents
         of air also make for greater differentials between day and night temperatures.
      

      
      There are three dominant winds in the vineyard regions. Of these two, the southerly Polar and the south-easterly Sudestada, are generally moderate and rain bearing. The Zonda, which comes off the mountains to the north, can blow from August to November, is very hot, enervating and causes a dramatic
         drop in humidity levels. It is a particular problem in San Juan Province.
      

      
      Because of the dryness of the climate, except in Río Negro Province, fungal diseases, such as mildew, oidium and botrytis
         are rare. Most vines are ungrafted, as phylloxera is not a common problem, though with the increase in drip-irrigation, nematodes might become a bigger concern. Certain viruses,
         such as leaf-roll, are also present.
      

      
      For the most part, the soils are sandy and drain well. As you get closer to the Andes, and particularly in historic riverbeds,
         stones play a more important role in the composition. The vineyards are planted overwhelmingly on the plains; very rarely
         on slopes that exceed 2%. There are very few of the hillside vineyards, that one might find, for example, in Chile.
      

      
      A wine label might well bear the name of a province, a department  or a town – or any combination of the three. Alternatively, it might bear the name of a specific region. To give some examples
         of these:
      

      
      
         Viña de Santa Isabel
Chardonnay
Mendoza

            
      gives just the name of the province.

      

         TRUMPETER
Merlot
Tupungato

      
      gives just the name of a department, within the Uco Valley in the Province of Mendoza.

      
         TERRAZAS
Cabernet Sauvignon
Perdriel, Mendoza

      
      has the name of the town, Perdriel, and the name of the province, but no mention is made of the department, Luján de Cuyo.

      
      Let us look at the various provinces and their vineyards, beginning in the north:

      
      North-West

      
      Salta Province (2000 grape crop, 24,151 tons, 1% of national total). For the most part the vineyards of Salta Province are centred round the pretty town of Cafayate, in the extreme south-west
         of the province, some three hours drive from the capital Salta. This is along the valley of the Río de Las Conchas, through
         an arid canyon of sandstone eroded into monstrous shapes.
      

      
      Cafayate is an oasis town in a desert irrigated by the River Calchaquí. Where there is irrigation, it is very fertile. It
         is also a very important tourist centre and an airport is currently being built, which should bring it closer to the rest
         of Argentina. There is an interesting wine museum in the town.
      

      
      The valley is about 200 km long and stretches into the adjoining provinces of Catamarca and Tucumán. The town of Cafayate
         lies 1,660 m above sea level, but there are vineyards in the region up to the 2,000-metre mark. Annual rainfall is between
         100 mm and 200 mm, with November, January and February being the most important months. The claim is that it is sunny 350 days in the
         year, but the temperature is never excessive; in the summer it averages up to 25ºC and in the winter 10–15ºC. The mean annual
         temperature is 15ºC.
      

      
      Currently, there are approximately 1,500 hectares of vineyards in the province, mainly shared by Michel Torino, Etchart and
         Peñalba Frías, but vineyard areas are being extended. More than 80% of the production is of white wine, with the Torrontés
         grape dominating. Indeed Torrontés de Cafayate is a local speciality. Cabernet Sauvignon is the main red grape.
      

      
      Catamarca Province (2000 grape crop, 17,889 tons, 1% of national total). This is the Cinderella Province of Argentina, which has long been the political, almost feudal, stronghold of the Saadi family.
         It has, until recently, been a backwater as far as wine is concerned. However, the government some years ago granted tax concessions
         for the establishment of vineyards and this has led to the planting of substantial areas of vines in the extension of the
         Calchaquí Valley, some 80 km from Cafayate. Here in the Chañar Punco Valley, some 400 hectares have been planted by a consortium
         of the Lavaque family and Peñaflor. The vineyard is 2,000 m above sea level and is planted in a 150-metre broad band along
         the hillside. Only red wines, particularly Pinot Noir, are being produced.
      

      
      In preparing the ground for the planting, three Indian cemeteries were discovered and these are being preserved as a feature.
         These vineyards produced their first wine in 1999.
      

      
      Tucumán Province. The western boundary of this province includes part of the Calchaquí Valley, though plantings are at present minimal and
         do not register on any national statistics.
      

      
      La Rioja Province (2000 grape crop, 113,957 tons, 5% of national total). In terms of production, this is the third most important province. Within it, there are three ranges of hills running from
         the north-west to the south-east. The most westerly valley, that of the Río Vinchín, has vineyards and one of the subsidiary
         cellars of the La Riojana Co-operative at Villa Unión. It is the next valley to the east, the Famantina Valley, between the
         Sierra de Famantina and the Sierra de Velasco, that is the centre of production of quality wine in the province. The most important centre is Chilecito, which takes its name from the number of miners who came from
         Chile to work in the local gold mines in the nineteenth century. The sub-regions within the valley include Chilecito, Anguignán,
         Maligasta, Nonogasta (where the Nacarí cellar is based), Sañogasta and Vichigasta.
      

      
      The town of Chilecito lies 935 m above sea level and has a mean annual temperature of 18.6ºC. Rainfall is low at about 130
         mm a year.
      

      
      Within the province, there is something over 5,300 hectares of vines, of which 80% are white and 60% of the total are Torrontés
         Riojano. Almost 80% of the production of the province is vinified by the La Riojana group of co-operative cellars.
      

      
      Grapes are not only grown for wine, but also for the table and for raisins. This is also an area of olive and walnut orchards.
         There is a wine festival at Villa Unión every March.
      

      
      Centre-West (Cuyo)

      
      San Juan Province (2000 grape crop, 642,672 tons, 31% of national total). In some ways San Juan is the industrial centre of grape production. Historically, it is here that products, such as vermouths,
         ‘sherries’ and ‘ports’, have been made. It is also the centre for the production of grape concentrates and the table-grape
         industry. Because of all this, there are still considerable plantings of traditional, high-yielding varieties, such as the
         Criolla and the Cereza. In all, there are about 21,000 hectares of ‘fine’ grapes planted, of which more than 18,000 are white,
         including in descending order of importance, the Moscatel de Alejandría, the Pedro Gimenez, the Torrontés Sanjuanino and the
         Torrontés Riojano. Among the red varietals, the Italian Bonarda, Barbera and Nebbiolo are all important, as are the Syrah,
         Cabernet Sauvignon and Malbec. However, during the past few years certain producers have made an effort to plant more ‘modern’
         varieties to appeal to a broader market. Another aspect of the traditional nature of the vineyards is that here, more than
         anywhere else in Argentina, the parral, or pergola, system of training the vines is used. This gives the grapes a greater degree of protection against the sun.
      

      
      Most of the historical vineyards lie around the city of San Juan at about 630 m above sea level. This region is called the
         Valle de Tulum. Further down the San Juan River is another growing region round the town of 9 de Julio, some 580 m above sea level.
         Perhaps the most exciting viticultural development in the province is in the El Pedernal valley, in the south of the province,
         lying almost as close to the city of Mendoza, as to San Juan. Here the vineyards are 1,350 m above sea level and some are
         planted on the lower slopes of the valley sides, as well as in the valley bottom. As a region, this has the potential to produce
         great wines.
      

      
      Mendoza Province (2000 grape crop, 1,283,474 tons, 61% of national total). This is the heartland of the production of fine wine in Argentina. All but a handful of the major wineries are based in this
         province. The city of Mendoza was founded in 1561, but has, throughout its history suffered from earthquakes, with perhaps
         the most serious being on 20 March 1861. As a contemporary report says, ‘Such was the resistless power, of the volcanic forces,
         that not a house or church, or even a shed, was left standing more than six feet above the surface of the ground. Out of a
         population of 12,000 human beings, 10,000 were instantaneously engulfed beneath the yawning foundations; and of 2,000 rescued,
         at least 1,500 sustained grievous injuries from the ponderous materials everywhere falling about them.’
      

      
      The city, with its suburbs, now has a population of over 600,000 and has been attractively rebuilt, with wide pedestrian streets.
         There are a number of wine bodegas within the city itself that can be visited. That of Escorihuela is also a museum and houses
         an exceptional restaurant, with an outstanding wine list. At the end of February, each year, there is an important wine festival,
         which lasts a week. At that time hotels tend to fill up. Five miles out of the city, there is a major airport, with regular
         flights to Buenos Aires and Santiago in Chile.
      

      
      The province has something over 72,000 hectares of vineyards. Production is split almost equally between red and white wines.
         Despite the fact that this is the centre of fine winemaking, lesser varieties, such as the Bonarda for red wines and the Pedro
         Gimenez for white, are the most widely planted. The Italian, and Spanish, varieties brought in by the immigrants, are still
         more important than fashionable novelties, such as Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Chardonnay.
      

      
      In the Province of Mendoza there are 16 major wine-producing departments, centred on the valleys of four rivers: the Mendoza and the Tunuyán, in the north, and the Diamante and the Atuel
         in the centre. For purposes of classification these have been divided into five regions, each of which might contain a number
         of subdivisions. In the following table, I have only mentioned some of the more important subdivisions; ones that are likely
         to appear on labels:
      

            
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

	Región del Norte Mendocino (North Mendoza)
        
         

         
            	Departments

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Las Heras

            	Lavalle

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Subdivisions

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	El Borbollón

            	Los Coralitos

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	El Plumerillo

            	Costa de Araujo

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	 

            	Nueva California

            
            
            
         


	Región Zona Alta del Río Mendoza (Upper Mendoza River)



            
         
            	Departments

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Godoy Cruz

            	Guaymallén

            	Luján de Cuyo

            	Maipú

            
         

         
         
            	Subdivisions

            	 

            	 

            	 

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Agrelo

            	Coquimbito

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Carrodilla

            	Russell

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Drummond

            	Cruz de Piedra

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Las Compuertas

            	Lunlunta

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Perdriel

            	Las Barrancas

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Potrerillas

            	 

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Ugarteche

            	 

            
         

         
         
            	 

            	 

            	Vistalba

            	 

            
         


	
Región del Este Mendocino (East Mendoza)




            
         
            	Departments

            	 
 
            	 

            	 

            	 

         

         
         
            	San Martín

            	Junín

            	Rivadavia

            	Santa Rosa

            	La Paz

         

         
         
            	Subdivisions

            	 

            	 

            	 

            	 

         

         
         
            	 

            	Medrano

            	Palmira

            	Las Catitas

            	Alto de Salvador

         

         
         
            	 

            	Las Chimbas

            	 

            	 

            	 

         



	
            Región del Valle de Uco (Uco Valley)




         
            	Departments

            	 

            	 

            
            
         

         
         
            	Tupungato

            	Tunuyán

            	San Carlos

            
            
         

         
         
            	Subdivisions

            	 

            	 

            
            
         

         
         
            	La Arboleda

            	Villa Seca

            	El Cepillo

            
            
         

         
         
            	Aguas Amargas

            	Vista Flores

            	Chilecito

            
            
         

         
         
            	 

            	Las Rosas

            	 

            
            
         

         
         
            	 

            	Los Sauces

            	 

            
            
         


	

            Región del Sur Mendocino (South Mendoza)



            
            
         
            	Departments

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	San Rafael

            	General Alvear

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Subdivisions

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Las Paredes

            	Carmensa

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Cuadro Benegas

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	El Cerrito

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	La Llave

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Goudge

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Rama Caída

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Cañada Seca

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Las Malvinas

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Villa Atuel

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
         
            	Jaime Prats

            	 

            
            
            
         

         
      

      
      
      
      North Mendoza. This region is to the north and east of the city of Mendoza in the valley of the Mendoza River. The altitude of the vineyards
         varies between 760 m above sea level at Las Heras to 542 m at Lavalle. The average temperatures range from 7ºC in the winter
         to 25ºC in the summer, with a mean of 15ºC. The soils tend to be poor and they can have a salinity problem.
      

      
      This is an area for the production of soft red wines from such varieties as the Bonarda and Sangiovese and lesser white wines
         from the Chenin Blanc and Ugni Blanc. Low acidities mean that they have to be drunk young.
      

      
      Upper Mendoza River. This region is often called the central zone, for it is the traditional core of the Mendoza vineyards. Of the four departments
         that make up this region, two of them, Godoy Cruz and Guaymallén, have largely been absorbed into the sprawl of suburban Mendoza
         city. The only vines that remain are a handful at Bermejo. However, many of the most important wineries are based here. Indeed,
         this region is the home of more than 350 wineries, out of a suggested total of about 400 in the whole country. The other two
         departments, Luján de Cuyo and Maipú, constitute what is considered the primera zona. Luján is one of the country’s two D.O.C.s and there are plans for Maipú to follow in its footsteps.
      

      
      In all there are about 30,000 hectares of vines here, with the vineyards ranging from 900 m above sea level up to 1200 m.
         The annual mean temperature is 15ºC, with an average rainfall of 250 mm. In many of the vineyards the soils are stony.
      

      
      
      This is the classic region of the Malbec and many of the vines are more than 40 years old. The best wines come from the higher
         vineyards in Agrelo, Perdriel and Vistalba. Fine Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah and Sangiovese are also made. For white wines,
         Sémillon is the classic varietal, though recent plantings of Chardonnay and Sauvignon have also been very successful.
      

      
      East Mendoza. Within the province of Mendoza, this is the bulk wine producing area. Its 60,000 hectares of vineyards stretch along both
         banks of the Tunuyán River as it flows away to the south-east. The best vineyards lie to the west of the region. Medrano,
         at 710 m above sea level is the highest village in the area and probably produces the best wine. La Paz, lower down the valley
         lies at 560 m. To the west the soils are mainly sandy, but to the east they become deeper and richer. Yields here can be high.
         The average rainfall is 152 mm and the mean temperature 14.2ºC.
      

      
      The Uco Valley. There are many mysteries for me about the wines of Latin America, but one of the most puzzling is the reason as to why this
         is called the Uco Valley. There are three rivers running through it: the Tunuyán, the De Las Tunas and the San Carlos, but
         not the Uco. I can also find no trace of a town or village with this name.
      

      
      Historically, this is an area of fruit orchards and whilst one of the three main wineries in the region dates back to 1915,
         it has had the field to itself until the creation of Lurton and Salentein in the past three years. Whilst there may be few
         wineries, this is where many of the best companies source their grapes.
      

      
      At present there are about 9,000 hectares of vines, but the figure is increasing rapidly at the expense of orchards. Wine
         is apparently now a more viable crop than apples. The vineyards rise up to 1400 m, the highest in Mendoza, at Tupungato, and
         the lowest ones are at 900 m. Whilst the mean temperature is 14.2ºC, there can be severe frosts during the winter. These apparently
         pose more of a problem to the fruit trees than they do to the vines.
      

      
      The wines here tend to be high in natural acidity and this gives them an ageing potential that is lacking in so many of the
         wines of Argentina. The traditionally successful vines here have been the Malbec and the Sémillon, but new plantings concentrate
         more on such varieties as Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. There has also been some success with Pinot Noir.
      

      
      This area has the potential to be a producer of great wines.

      
      South Mendoza. The vineyards of this region are separated from the rest of the province by 100 km of barren scrubland. From this the driver
         descends to the oasis of San Rafael. The region has two important rivers flowing through it: the Diamante and the Atuel. The
         vineyards lie between 450 m above sea level and 800 m. The rainfall is 350 mm a year and the mean temperature is 15ºC, there
         are approximately 30,000 hectares of vines.
      

      
      This is an area where the overall acreage of vineyards has declined considerably over the past few years. It is a region particularly
         reputed for its wines made from the Chenin Blanc. San Rafael was the first D.O.C. to be created in Argentina.
      

      
      PATAGONIA

      
      Río Negro Province (2000 grape crop, 12,005 tons, <1% of national total). Until recently, the vineyards of the Río Negro were proud to describe themselves as the most southerly in the world, but
         that title has now been wrested from them by those of Central Otago in New Zealand. The plantings in the province total 5,400
         hectares and these are mainly situated in the long valley of the Río Negro. They are composed of three separate parts, the
         Alto Valle, the Valle Medio and the Valle Inferior, with 85% of the production being concentrated around the town of General
         Roca in the Alto Valle. There are also vineyards in the valley of the Río Colorado, which runs parallel north of the Negro.
         This is also an important area for orchards of apples, pears and quinces and, historically, cider has been widely drunk locally.
      

      
      These vineyards are the least affected by the influence of the Andes and they lie between 200 and 300 m above sea level. Despite
         their southerly location, rainfall is surprisingly low, from 200 to 400 mm a year. For the most part the vineyards are flood-irrigated,
         through a system constructed by British engineers. It is difficult to realise that, if it were not for this irrigation, this
         would be a desert. One has only to cross the river to its south bank, where until now vineyards have not been planted, to see how arid the country really is. (Nicolás Catena has, however, purchased land and is
         in the process of planting a large estate here.)
      

      
      In some ways the climate resembles that of European vineyards, with the grapes having higher natural acidity than elsewhere
         in the country. In addition over 60% of the vines are more than 25 years old. These are two reasons why the Río Negro has
         the potential to produce the best quality wines in the country. The main factor mitigating against its success, is its distance
         from any important market.
      

      
      This is predominantly red wine country, with the most widely planted varieties being the Malbec, the Merlot and the Syrah.
         Some Pinot Noir is also grown, primarily for base wine for sparkling wines.
      

      
      THE GRAPES

      
      When considering the grape varieties grown in Argentina, there is almost the feeling that you are entering into a world of
         anarchy. It must also be taken into consideration that wine making is just one of the uses for grapes; there are considerable
         industries for table grapes, raisins and grape concentrate. These each have their own favoured varieties.
      

      
      In the official government wine statistics for 1974, there are 30 different varieties listed for the production of red wine,
         18 for the production of white and eight for rosé. In addition, grouped globally there are 3,200 hectares of vines listed
         as ‘other varieties’. One cannot imagine what additional number is included here! To complicate things further a number of
         varieties are quoted together. Thus we have the Malbec (Verdot), the Pinot Blanco (Chenin) and the Sirah (Balsamina). In Argentina,
         things are not always what they seem to be.
      

      
      Since then, there appears to have been an effort to tidy things up somewhat. The latest list that I have has cut down the
         numbers to 14 for red wines, 11 for white wines and one for rosé. Interestingly, the variety that accounted for almost 30%
         of the total area in 1974, the Criolla Grande, has now totally disappeared! Given the lowly reputation that this variety has,
         it may well be that there has been some sanitising of the lists for foreign enquirers.
      

      
      
      It is clear, however, that whilst Chile, for example, has concentrated its efforts, historically, for export markets, on just
         four grape varieties, Argentina has had a much more pragmatic approach and has made a very broad variety of wines. In addition,
         whilst in Chile the varieties have primarily been French, as result of the bourgeois international aspirations of those who
         established the major wine estates in the nineteenth century, in Argentina the grape varieties have been influenced more by
         the nationality of the immigrants, primarily Italian and Spanish. It can be said that the Argentine wine industry has its
         roots much closer to the soil.
      

      
      For international selling, countries now seem to try to concentrate their efforts on ‘signature’ grape varieties, thus California
         has its Zinfandel, South Africa its Pinotage and Uruguay the Tannat. Argentina is richly endowed with possibilities, but seems
         to have chosen the Malbec for red wines and the Torrontés for white wines.
      

      
      Of the approximately 100,000 hectares of vines in Argentina planted in ‘fine’ vines, about 48% are for white wines, 43% for
         red wines and 9% for rosé wines.
      

      
      Red varieties

      
      Bonarda (12,423 hectares). Despite the fact that this is the most widely planted quality red grape in Argentina, there is surprisingly little information
         about it. One of the reasons for this is that many of the vines are very old and there is some confusion as to what they really
         are. There is no doubt that there has been some inter-mingling with the Barbera, which gives a higher class of wine.
      

      
      The Bonarda originally comes from Piedmont in Italy and gives light fruity wines, which are often best served chilled. One
         can therefore see the appeal that it might have in Argentina.
      

      
      Malbec, Malbeck (10,314 hectares). This varietal, which in Argentina is often spelt with an additional k at the end, has a long history. It was the basis of
         the wines of the Haut Pays that were brought down-river in the middle ages to add substance to the wines of Bordeaux. Under the name of Cot, or Auxerrois,
         it is the base grape for the wines of Cahors.
      

      
      Whilst in France it has now become something of a marginal variety, in Argentina it has been selected as the choice variety
         to front the image of red wines. How has this come about? There is little doubt that in Argentina, the grapes obtain a degree of ripeness that is just not possible in France. This means that
         they do not have the harsh tannins that they regularly have in their home country. Fully ripe Malbec is a very versatile grape;
         it blends well with other varieties, such as the Cabernet Sauvignon, but also can stand alone either with oak treatment or
         without.
      

      
      Malbec existed in Argentina as long ago as 1861, for there are vines going back to that date, still existing in a vineyard
         at Las Heras just north of the city of Mendoza. How did they get there? It is known that the Chilean government imported a
         broad range of French vines in 1850, at a time when the trade links between Mendoza and Santiago were very close. Alternatively,
         they may have come straight to Mendoza, when the provincial governor ordered the French viticulturalist Pouget to import a
         selection of ‘interesting’ vines.
      

      
      In Argentina, this variety is probably at its most successful in Mendoza Province in Luján de Cuyo, Cruz de Piedra and Vistalba.
         It has also been successfully planted in Bolivia, Peru, Uruguay and Chile.
      

      
      There are also about 5,000 hectares of Fer in Argentina, which is a clone of the Malbec.

      
      Tempranilla, Tempranillo (5,009 hectares). Whilst this is the great red variety of Spain, in Argentina it rarely plays a quality role. This may be because, as a variety,
         it is relatively low in acidity. In the challenging climate of the Rioja, in Spain, this may not pose problems, particularly
         when it is blended with other varieties, such as Mazuelo and Graciano, but in the heat of Argentina, it may lose whatever
         character it has.
      

      
      Cabernet Sauvignon (4,942 hectares). As in many countries, this is considered to be the top red variety for quality red wines and is widely grown, particularly
         in Mendoza and Salta. Again in Argentina it benefits from an extra ripeness which it often does not achieve in its native
         Bordeaux. It particularly benefits from barrel ageing and is a useful constituent in blends, especially with Malbec.
      

      
      Sangiovese (2,867 hectares). This is the variety behind many of Italy’s top wines, including Chianti. Sadly, in Argentina, it rarely has a quality image – indeed, for long, it was confused with the Lambrusco. One of the problems is that it can give large
         yields with little effort and, as a result, appears disguised as such products as ‘Beaujolais’.
      

      
      Syrah, Sirah (2,571 hectares). Until comparatively recently this variety was confused in Argentina with the Balsamina and the two names were used indiscriminately.
         However, the true Balsamina is a synonym for the Bonarda. Nothing is simple in the world of ampelography! Better clones of
         Syrah have now been introduced into Argentina and it produces, particularly in Mendoza Province, a number of fine straight
         varietal wines.
      

      
      Merlot (2,482 hectares). The international popularity of the wines from this grape has led to increased planting in Argentina. Often it is blended
         with the Cabernet Sauvignon and/or Malbec. Perhaps the finest straight varietal wines come from cooler regions, such as Tupungato
         or the Río Negro Valley.
      

      
      Barbera (d’Asti) (1,125 hectares). This is yet another variety that has been confused with the Bonarda. Whilst it is true that they both originally come from
         Piedmont, the Barbera produces superior wines there. In Argentina, it is generally blended and is grown mainly in San Rafael,
         in the south of Mendoza Province.
      

      
      Pinot Negro (668 hectares). The Pinot Noir is a comparative newcomer to Argentina as, generally speaking, the climate is too hot for it to show its maximum
         complexity. However, with the development of cooler areas, such as Tupungato and Río Negro, it is becoming more widely appreciated.
      

      
      Nebbiolo (176 hectares). This variety was brought to Argentina by immigrants from its native Piedmont. Sadly, it rarely produces wines of top quality
         and is generally used for blending purposes.
      

      
      Cabernet Franc (128 hectares). Used again largely as a blending agent, this grape reaches degrees of ripeness in Argentina that it does not often achieve
         in its native France. As a straight varietal, therefore, it lacks some of the herbaceousness that one might expect.
      

      
      Amongst the red grape varieties grown in lesser proportions are the Tannat, the Verdot and the Cinsaut. The first two were historically planted together with the Malbec and were often sold as
         such. The grape known as Lambrusco in Argentina is, in fact, another Italian grape variety, the Refosco.
      

      
      Three of the most widely planted varieties in Argentina, the Criolla Grande, the Criolla Chica and the Cereza, have not been
         mentioned at all. These are all used for the production of ordinary table wine and provide the raw material for the concentrated
         must business.
      

      
      White varieties

      
      Pedro Gimenez (19,684 hectares). The experts finally seem to have come to the conclusion that whatever the grape variety is, it is not the Pedro Jiménez,
         as grown in Andalucía in Spain. Interestingly, though, it, and not the Palomino, is used for the production of Argentine ‘sherries’!
      

      
      Widely planted, and boring, it tends to oxidise easily and is mainly used for everyday ‘table’ wines and turning into concentrate.

      
      Torrontés (9,482 hectares). There are three members of this family grown in Argentina: the Torrontés Riojano, the Torrontés Mendocino and the Torrontés
         Sanjuanino. Whilst they are all closely related, it is thought that, at best, they are distant cousins of the variety of the
         same name grown in Galicia in Spain. Of the three the Riojano is the most widely planted and is responsible for giving what
         is generally considered to be the best wine under this label, from Cafayate in Salta Province. It is possible that it is a
         South American adaptation of the Spanish Malvasía grape.
      

      
      It gives wines with a distinctive flavour, marrying Muscat-style flavours to dryness. At its best, it has very floral characteristics.
         One of the problems with this variety is that it tends to over-crop, so pruning has to be severe and irrigation ungenerous.
      

      
      The Argentines have decided that this gives ‘the’ distinctive white wine from their country and are seeking to promote it
         as such. Because of its very pronounced flavours, however, it is difficult to match with food other than some oriental dishes.
      

      
      Moscatel de Alejandría (9,154 hectares). It is interesting that in a number of countries in South America, the white wines drunk locally have a solid base of Moscatel wine. Such is the case in Argentina. With the possible exception of one or two ‘Late
         Harvest’ wines, the grape rarely is found in a quality wine.
      

      
      Ugni Blanc (3,930 hectares). In Europe this is considered to be a supremely boring grape, largely good for little else than distillation. However, its
         outstanding characteristic, its acidity, stands it in good stead in Argentina where, in blends, it can counteract the inherent
         flabbiness of most white wines. This acidity also gives it a role to play as a base wine for sparkling wine.
      

      
      Chenin Blanc (acreage uncertain). Whilst this is considered to be the most widely planted quality white wine grape in Argentina, it is one about which there
         is a great deal of confusion. For many years it was sold as Pinot Blanc and now much is sold as Pinot (sic.) de la Loire.
         The best wines probably come from around San Rafael in South Mendoza. They tend to be dry, fragrant and fruity.
      

      
      Chardonnay (2,649 hectares). As in every New World wine-producing country, the Chardonnay has come into its own during the past decade. Interestingly
         though, there is less than half the acreage that there is in Chile. It is, however, to be considered the most ‘noble’ variety
         and is mainly sold as a straight varietal wine and as a base for sparkling wines. Tupungato is perceived to be the area where
         the best wines are made.
      

      
      Sémillon (1,280 hectares). It is only recently that this grape has come into its own in Argentina. For long its name was synonymous with cheap, low
         quality wines. Now some excellent wines are being produced in the Río Negro and Luján de Cuyo.
      

      
      Tocai Friuliano (1,032 hectares). This variety is considered by some leading ampelographers to be the same as the Sauvignonasse, for so long confused with
         Sauvignon Blanc in Chile. It would be interesting to know if the variety came from Argentina to Chile or vice versa. Perhaps
         neither is the case! It is a native of north-east Italy and may well have arrived in Argentina with immigrants from there.
         Generally speaking, it is used for white-wine blends, though it is occasionally made as a straight varietal.
      

      
      
      Sauvignon Blanc (699 hectares). Though this is not very widely planted, it is perceived in Argentina to be a premium varietal. Generally it is harvested
         before peak ripeness so as to maintain sufficient acidity in the wine.
      

      
      Riesling (158 hectares). Riesling as a grape name is probably the most abused in the world. In Argentina, where there is a great deal of confusion
         about many grape names, it is scarcely surprising that Riesling is one of them. Somewhere amongst what passes under that name,
         there is some genuine Rhineriesling, but the proportion is probably small.
      

      
      Amongst the other grape varieties that are grown, the Gewürztraminer is considered as raw blending material for rosé wine,
         though there are some straight varietal wines made, notably from fruit grown in Tupungato. Amongst the more interesting recent
         arrivals is the Viognier, which appears to be capable of producing great wines in the favourable climate of Argentina.
      

      
      THE WINES

      
      The first thing that must be said about the wines of Argentina is that, whilst more white wine might be produced than red,
         the red wines tend to be more interesting than the whites. This may be because, with strict currency controls in the decade
         up to 1990, it was very difficult to buy modern winery equipment. In a hot country, such as Argentina, it is also much easier
         to make fine red wine than it is to make fine white wine. Similarly, the historical white grape varieties of the country,
         Pedro Gimenez and Ugni Blanc, produce very boring wines. Yes, there is plenty of Torrontés and Moscatel de Alejandría, but
         unblended they produce such powerfully flavoured wines that it is difficult to drink any quantity of them.
      

      
      We must also not forget that the history of the wine trade in Argentina for the past 30 years has been a roller-coaster ride.
         It was able to rely on a thriving domestic market, with one of the highest per capita consumption figures in the world. It
         could also rely on export markets, such as Eastern Europe, which would absorb vast quantities of basic bulk wine. Japan, too,
         needed such wines for stretching out its own domestic product. The area under vines grew to keep pace with demand from markets that were undemanding
         as far as quality was concerned. In 1976, for example, the country exported 42 million litres of table wine in bulk at an
         average price of 10.9c per litre; the previous year, the average price had been 16.2c. On the internal market, the wholesale
         price of a litre of wine in 1982 was, in real terms, a seventh of what it had been 10 years earlier. The whole wine industry
         was in a catastrophic state.
      

      
      Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that there was a dramatic decrease in the area under vines, from a peak of
         350,680 hectares in 1977 to 209,102 hectares in 1989. Since then the figure has not changed much. The result is that a leaner
         wine trade is having to work harder to make a living. However, by arriving late as a ‘New-World’ producer, Argentina has been
         able to learn from other people’s mistakes. It has been able to move smoothly to the latest techniques. One example of this
         is the use of inner-stave treatment for the ‘oaking’ of wines. This is widespread in Argentina, whereas the use of oak chips
         seems to be much less general than it is in Chile, for example.
      

      
      Argentina suffers from one major problem that is current throughout South America. The wines that the locals drink are, for
         the most part, not acceptable in international markets. Both during my latest visit to Argentina and the subsequent Argentine
         generic tasting in London, I was offered wines that may have been highly regarded in Argentina, but were undrinkable in Europe.
         It does not need a great deal of research to find out what markets are looking for. As the Australian writer Alan Young says
         in his Wine Routes of Argentina (1998), ‘It has been heartening to observe this industry during this last decade when it moved from the darkest night to
         the dawning of a new tomorrow. Although a number of traditional bodegas produce a different style of wine, more than 95% of
         the 1,485 professional wineries registered with the National Institute of Vitiviniculture (I.N.V.), still produce what could
         rightly be called old-fashioned style wines. Some could be classified as 18th century wines.’
      

      
      What role does the vintage play in the wines of Argentina? This is a subject that I have deliberately avoided throughout this
         book. Some years ago, I was asked by a publisher to research a book on the question of vintages around the world. (This is
         one of a number of projects that I have been involved in, which has not come to fruition.) As a result, I wrote to a number of worldwide official bodies. By chance, I have just discovered the reply I received
         in September 1977 from Mario Rodriguez, then Director of the I.N.V. in Mendoza: ‘With regard to your question as to the variations
         in quality between the different vintages, I can tell you that given the climatic conditions we have in the wine regions of
         Argentina, the quality does not differ fundamentally from one crop to another as happens in some European countries. Because
         of this it is not usual to mention the vintage on the label.’
      

      
      Since then, international demand has meant that the vintage is generally mentioned on the labels of all wines for export.
         It is still probably true to say that, in most cases there is little difference between the vintages, either from year to
         year, or from region to region. There are, however, notable exceptions. Once of these was 1998, the year of El Niño. In Cafayate,
         in the north of Argentina, it was an outstanding year; in Mendoza, on the other hand, Las Terrazas were so disappointed with
         the quality that it sold no wine under its label bearing that vintage.
      

      
      A number of forward-looking producers are now making one style for the domestic and South American markets, and a more appealing,
         international style, for the export markets of Asia, Europe, North America and the Pacific countries. A smaller group has
         switched to only one style for all markets but these wines may come in different labels for different countries.
      

      
      Where the country has been wise, or perhaps just lucky, is that it has been able to select two varieties, the Malbec and the
         Torrontés, with which it can attack the world markets and offer something distinctive. Furthermore, in such grapes as the
         Bonarda, the Sangiovese, the Tempranillo and the Nebbiolo, it can draw on its European roots to offer a broad range of New-World
         wines that are distinctly different from the Big Four French varietals that everyone else seems to be offering.
      

      
      Argentina has happily embraced the teachings of a succession of foreign experts, such as the Frenchman Michel Rolland in the
         field of winemaking and Richard Smart in vineyard techniques. They have been eager to learn. However, I foresee one potential
         problem. So many flying winemakers are now being sent out to Argentina that they may well make standard wines in which the
         Argentine character is subsumed. In the long run, this could do the country much harm, if a new source turns up which can
         provide such wines cheaper. Fortunately, though, there is little evidence that Argentine wineries are being forced to compete in price with the
         wines of Chile, for example.
      

      
      What then is different about the wines of Argentina? As far as the red wines are concerned, many of the varieties could be
         described as being rustic. This means that they often have natural tannins which give them the ability to last. One gets the
         impression that all Chilean wines are made for immediate consumption as soon as they are released. On the other hand in Argentina,
         there are many Malbecs and Malbec blends that will benefit from further bottle ageing.
      

      
      I am the fortunate possessor of a quadruple magnum of Trapiche Milenium 1955, as far as I am aware, a one-off 70% Cabernet
         Sauvignon/30% Merlot blend, aged for 14 months in new French oak before bottling. If ever there was a wine destined for a
         long life, I imagined that it was this. However, when I visited the winery in August 2000, they expressed surprise when I
         said that I had not yet opened it. I hope that it is not over the top when I do finally take the expensive decision to draw
         the cork!
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