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Preface



Rioja is probably one of the most written-about wine areas in Spain, but books dedicated to it in their entirety are few and far between, although all wine encyclopaedias devote at least a chapter to it (I know, as I wrote most of them). So I was delighted when Mitchell Beazley asked for this, the first comprehensive survey of what Rioja is and where it stands now, for nearly twenty years. I have covered the history of the region to put it into context, but the main thrust of the book is the present and the future: which are the leading bodegas, what kind of wine they are making, and what they think about the current state of regulation, vineyard management, winemaking, and – most important of all – the market.


It’s the first protracted period I’ve spent in the region for quite some time (I always seem to be visiting Rioja on my way to somewhere else), and I was surprised by a number of things, not least the genuinely good, honest quality of even the most basic wines. Living in the UK, I had become accustomed to “everyday” Rioja being pleasant, well-made, and reasonable value for money – but not very exciting. The reverse is true in La Rioja itself. During one extended visit I had to file a piece for my occasional column in OLN, a UK drinks-trade paper. This is an extract from it, illustrating something which vexes the minds of Rioja producers greatly:




I realized with a shock that it’s quite a while since I bought basic Rioja in England regularly and I wondered why, as the wines I’m tasting here are of generally excellent quality.





My second bodega visit (and most subsequent ones) put the record straight – it’s the price. Tempranillo grapes at the 2003 harvest averaged around one euro per kilo, which is one euro per bottle before you start. Add to this the cost of actually turning those grapes into wine, storing it, ageing it, bottling it, and shipping it, and you can calculate the result. “The market is so competitive,” grumbled my host, “that we find ourselves beaten down to price levels which are barely profitable.” In his case, he had been offered 2.30 Euros a bottle ex-cellars by a major UK multiple which wanted to hit a particular price-point. What did he do? He presented samples which matched the price, and the buyer did the deal. Result? That particular chain’s “bargain” own-brand Rioja was “made down” to meet that price. It has more press-wine, less freshness, less fruit than a similar wine from the same bodega sold in Spain. It’s decent, acceptable wine, but it doesn’t convey any of the real magic that is the nature of Rioja. And that particular chain is by no means alone – which is why, I realized in retrospect, I’ve stopped buying high-street Rioja.


Other things I discovered and rediscovered included the astonishing individuality of the bodegas – oh, and for the benefit of translators, the “anorak” awards in this book are a compliment, not a criticism. The region is full of individualists, many of whom disagree strongly over some or all aspects of winemaking and ageing: cultured or natural yeast, maceración carbónica; old or new wood, French, American or east European; fermentation in stainless steel or oak tinas… Or concrete tanks or the cask; historic, classic, modern, or new-wave vinification techniques. The range of different styles of wines is enormously encouraging, especially from a region that has historically grumbled about straitjacket regulation.


Another change has been the marketing attitude of many of the bodegas. In the bad old days, there was little understanding of the techniques of marketing, and even export managers seldom tasted wines from other regions of Spain, let alone the rest of the world. The coming of New World wines to the English-speaking world also concentrated the minds of Rioja producers, who suddenly realized that their traditional export business was under threat. It took time, but the bodegas (or at least the majority of them) are now working more vigorously than ever to find out what the market wants, and sorting out how to provide it – not by turning out lookalike wines, but by addressing the styles of wine that are making the running, and interpreting Rioja in a different way. This is not without its critics, of course, and their voices are in this book, too.


Everything is not perfect in Rioja. Serious work is still needed, particularly in the regulatory department. It is true that the old CRDOCa was too hidebound and bureaucratic in its deliberations, but there are worries that the new OIPVR may veer in the opposite direction (see chapter seven). What Rioja does not need is another raft of anonymous Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, and Syrah, but all arguments are represented here.


There are criticisms in this book, but I hope that they will be taken in the spirit inherent in Brutus’ speech in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: “Not that he loved Caesar less, but that he loved Rome more.” And a more modern cliché to finish with, borrowed from a former president of the United States: “There’s nothing wrong with Rioja that cannot be cured by what’s right with Rioja.”


John Radford


Worthing, Sussex, England 2004
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Introduction


WHY RIOJA?


Is it the gorgeous raspberry freshness of the Tempranillo grape, turned into joven wine in the mountains of Álava for drinking after Christmas, and made in a manner the Romans would still recognize? Perhaps it’s the peppery spiciness of new American oak matched to the ripe fruit of a distant, long, golden autumn. Or is it the cigar-box subtlety and restrained but irresistible power of a gran reserva from one of the great years as it approaches its maturity?


For all of these reasons and many more, the world in general – northern Europe and America in particular – has grown to love the wines of Rioja. An unlikely miscegenation of centuries-old rural winemaking tradition and early “new technology” from Bordeaux; sufficient altitude to cool the vineyards; the right mix of clay, chalk, and iron in the soil; and a natural disaster at a conveniently situated border took Rioja wine from the relative obscurity of being merely the best red wine produced in Spain to being one of the world’s greatest wines. This was achieved in the space of a century and a half – relatively quickly in wine terms in the days before the real “new technology” discovered that it could create vineyards from desert and have wine on the shelves in little over three years.


In many ways, it is the gentle evolution of Rioja that has underpinned its success. The style has been fashionable and unfashionable, and then fashionable again; indeed, it probably changed as much in the last quarter of the twentieth century as it did in the second half of the nineteenth, but we do the wine an injustice to think of it as a Victorian conjuring trick. Wine from anywhere in the “Old World” is a product of what nature provides combined with the ingenuity of the local people and, perhaps most importantly of all, the available sources and nature of food available to those people. If we look at the history of this turbulent area (and we shall be doing that in a great deal more detail later on), we can pick out three major factors that govern the way a wine evolves.


The first is climatic. The reason that Bordeaux and Burgundy, at their finest, make wines which are unrivalled in the world is that they are on the northern limit of quality red wine viticulture. The vine’s natural struggles, the microclimatic interstices of the Côte d’Or, and the well-drained, gravelly soils of the Gironde estuary are the foundations of the wine in those few great years when nature really does deliver perfect flowering, sufficient summer rains, a long, hot autumn, and ideal weather for the harvest. Add to this combination tried-and-tested grapes which have grown in the soils of their respective regions perhaps for centuries, plus up to a thousand vintages or more of trial and error in the vineyard and the winery, and you have a formula which can (and occasionally does) produce wines that positively sing with health, vitality, and the sheer joy of quality.


The Rioja wine lands are much further south, and might therefore be expected to form a more reliable source of red wine, year in and year out. Sheltered as they are to the north by the Cantabrian Mountains, the climate is more Continental, with hotter, drier summers and shorter, colder winters. Further south and east in Spain, indeed, the vineyards used to bake in the summer heat as the grapes dried and shrivelled on the vine, but Rioja has the benefit of altitude. Alfaro in the Rioja Baja is 301 metres (988 feet) above sea level: hot, with sandy soils and an ideal climate for the hardy Garnacha grape. Logroño, at the southern boundary of the Rioja Alta, is at 384 metres (1,260 feet); heading northwards from here the land climbs, the soil becomes more complex, and Tempranillo and Graciano start to take over the land from Garnacha and Mazuelo. Haro is only forty-four kilometres (twenty miles) from Logroño, but its altitude is 479 metres (1,572 feet). Across the river Ebro in the Rioja Alavesa, Laguardia is at 635 metres (2,083 feet); at this height, microclimates became all-important. A good example is the Granja Nuestra Señora de Remelluri at Labastida. Tucked right under the mountain range, its vineyards are on three levels just a few metres apart in terms of altitude, but the difference is such that the grapes on each level ripen almost exactly a week apart, so the harvest can be gathered at optimum ripeness with each section collected in turn. A typical Rioja house blend is able to source its grapes from these cool, highland vineyards, the hot, sandy south, and anywhere in between. This has also helped to give the wine consistency – a real benefit in export terms.


The second factor which governs the nature of a wine is the food that is available locally. In the days when all travel was on foot or horseback, people would forage for food as close to home as possible; it is no accident that vineyard areas on the estuaries of rivers – as in Galicia, the Loire Valley, and even the sherry country, for instance – tend to produce white wines. Fish and seafood were the easy options, and years of trial and error tended to favour wine that did not have tannin and other coagulants which might interfere with the fishy flavours – in other words, white. Rioja is land-locked and heavily forested, particularly in the north, and while the herdsman of the south kept cattle, sheep, and pigs, the woodsmen of the north found an abundance of game, both on the hoof (venison and wild boar) and on the wing (the red partridge is Spain’s favourite game bird). These are meats with robust flavours, and they would have demanded a robust wine to go with them. Over the years, the tendency was towards strong, powerful red wines with plenty of character. As we have seen, nature was in a very good position to provide just that.


The third factor is the people. Seafaring people, hunter-gatherers, nomads, and herders, to take a few examples: all have different ways of doing things to suit their different ways of life, and the food and drink they consume reflects that. The valley of the river Ebro would have been attractive to settlers; its fertile soil and equable climate are excellent for farming, the river is a plentiful supply of water, and the woods and forests are a useful source of building materials. In addition, the northern part of the region is rich in iron ore, and the Romans found the local population making metal implements and vessels when they arrived there in the second century BC (which is why they called them the Vascones – “makers of vessels” – believed to be the origin of the name Vasco or Basque). So, once farming and a bit of industry was established, trade began with neighbouring settlements and the beginnings of civilization might have been discerned.


In due course, feudal lords became rich, and amused themselves by hunting in the forests to fill their baronial tables – which brings us back to those robustly flavoured flagons with which they accompanied it. Wealth, indeed, was a decisive factor in Rioja’s success after the Moors retreated from Logroño at the end of the first millennium. For many years, the region was the front line between Christian and Muslim Spain (witness the fortified towns north of the river) and naturally attracted frontline participants: kings, princes, generals, and knights, as well as their priests and bishops, professors and confessors. These were mainly rich, powerful people who lived well for their time, and could afford to pay for good wine. Even after 1561, when King Felipe II took himself and the royal entourage to Madrid, Castile was a fiercely political arena. La Rioja itself had Old Castile to the west, Navarra (or Navarre, as it was once known) to the north, and Aragón to the east, with the dog-ends of three former royal houses continually fighting over the regal leftovers, as well as Catalonia next-door-but-one to the east, with its own agenda for political machination. Life may have been challenging (and often short) for the spin-doctors and plotters, but it was very good indeed for the winemakers, who found a thriving market for their product.


These, then – climate, food availability, and the nature of the people – are the three main factors which established Rioja wine’s quality and reputation in the years to the end of the seventeenth century. That’s how it came into the modern era with such a flying start. That’s why Rioja.


BUT WHY IS IT CALLED “RIOJA”?


There are a number of theories. Most people incline to the idea that it takes its name from the río (river) Oja, a stream which feeds the río Tirón, which runs through Haro to join the Ebro. Quite why this little trickle, rather than the mighty Ebro, should have given its name to an entire region is unclear, and there are alternative views. Santiago Ijalba, of the eponymous bodega, recently launched a “high-expression” wine called Ogga; he derived the name from documents of the Roman period, backed up by a manuscript of 1092, when the pilgrimage route known as the Camino de Santiago de Compostela was in its first “boom” period (see below for appropriate speculation). These seem to indicate that the name Ogga was used for the lands watered by the rivers Oja and Tirón, and when Spanish (rather than Latin) became the language of literature, this became, in archaic Latinate Castellano, Rivo Ogga, then Riogia, then Rioxa, and then (j, g, and x having been very interchangeable in early Spanish orthography) settling down as Rioja. Hubrecht Duijker, in his 1985 book on the region, offers a number of alternatives. The first goes back to medieval documents which recorded a tribe the invaders called Ruccones: an illuminated manuscript of AD 976 (now in El Escorial, Felipe II’s palace and monastery complex near Madrid), copied at the monastery of San Martín de Abelda in Rioja, records this of Saint Isidoro (d. AD 626), who converted northern Spain to Christianity:




Astures et Ruccones in montibus reuellantes humiliabit et suis per omnia benibolus fuit. Hunc uni proprio morbo, alii inmoderato potionis austo asserunt interfectum sub imperatore Eraclio. (“He subdued the Astures and Ruccones, rebels in the mountains, but he was very benevolent toward his people everywhere. Some people said that he died a natural death, but others believed that he was killed by a poisoned drink under Emperor Heraclius.”)





In time, Ruccones became Riugones and, eventually in Spanish, Riojanos.


A further possibility is that the name derives from the Spanish rojo meaning “red”, and is simply descriptive of the rusty, iron-rich soils of some of the region’s best vineyards. Or, indeed, it could derive from the Basque construction Ería-ogia which translates into “bread country” (and has been variously recorded as Erriotxa, Errioxa, and Errioja. The earliest written reference to the region under the name Rioxa dates from a document of 1092 and as “Rioja” in a charter of 1099. Internationally it was recognized as a discrete part of Spain in 1177, when the kingdoms of Castile and Navarra both laid claim to it. Eventually the dispute was settled by arbitration from a neutral party, King Henry I of England, who ruled in favour of Castile, and formal treaties were signed. It was not, however, until 1978 that La Rioja the autonomía, or autonomous region, came into being as a result of the new Spanish democratic constitution.


Those are the theories, but I have another one – or at least a speculation. The fame of Rioja wine was further enhanced by pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago, which passes through the region from east to west via Logroño, Navarrete, Nájera, and Santo Domingo, at which last point the camino crosses the río Oja. How many millions of people have passed this way since the shrine was established in AD 816? And what was the experience like?


Imagine: it’s a thousand years ago, you’ve been walking for sixteen hours, and your feet are killing you. Your whole body aches with hunger and fatigue, and as you stumble, almost automatically now, in the gathering gloom of the night, you take a sip of the bitter, brackish water which is all you have left in the bottom of your gourd. You lean heavily on your staff, wondering if you’ll find shelter before darkness falls completely and the wolves come out of the forest in their own search for sustenance…


And then you see a light, and hear the distant tolling of a monastery bell. With each faltering step it becomes louder and the light becomes brighter. You catch the faintest sound of monastic voices united in plainsong and, though exhausted, your pace quickens, your heartbeat revives. Can that possibly be the smell of cooking, borne on the chilly night breeze? The track is a little smoother here, with flat stones laid side by side to assist the passage of ox-carts and donkeys. And then you see it: the monastery of Santo Domingo de la Calzada with its welcoming light and warming, open door. The monks relieve you of your pitiful burden and seat you at the refectory table, give you bread, soup, and wine, a bed, and the safety and warmth of the monastery until morning, when your pilgrimage will continue.


And though the bread may be coarse and dry, the soup of pulses and vegetables from the gardens of the monastery, and the wine made last autumn from grapes picked locally, trodden in the monastery’s stone troughs, and stored in goatskins, yet the sounds and senses, tastes and smells and enjoyment of that meal mean more than supper with the king of Navarra. The food is better than the plumpest roast partridge and the wine as fine a vintage as ever graced the royal table. And the bed – a mattress stuffed with straw on a wooden trestle – is softer than a maiden’s bosom.


And, when you’ve reached the end of your pilgrimage at the cathedral in Santiago de Compostela, and you want to write to the monks of Santo Domingo to thank them for their hospitality, what instructions do you give to the returning pilgrim who will deliver the letter for you? “To the brothers of the monastery of Santo Domingo de la Calzada, at the point where the Camino de Santiago crosses the río Oja…”


There are still pilgrims walking the route today (although the former monastery is now a splendidly restored parador: state-owned hotel) and the river Oja still runs through what is now the small town (population 5,000) of Santo Domingo de la Calzada. Then, as now, the journey entitles the pilgrim to free food and lodging at monasteries and hostels along the way. A thousand years ago, many would have had cause to bless the brothers of Santo Domingo for their modest supper, and, perhaps the monastery’s position by the bridge over the river Oja provided La Rioja’s first address. And its name, of course. You can imagine returned pilgrims asking about “the wine from the río Oja”.


This would certainly explain why a wine land that is heavily dominated by the river Ebro and served by half a dozen main tributaries should take its name from what is little more than a winding stream which joins the river Tirón (itself little more than a brook) before the Tirón becomes a tributary of the Ebro at Haro. However, when the new constitution of Spain came into being after the death of Francisco Franco and the country was divided into autonomous communities, the wine and the region were sufficiently well known to give their name to the whole of what had been the province of Logroño, independent from Castille-León to the west and Navarra to the north and east.


Whatever the origins of its name, Rioja did rather well for itself in the second millennium. Spain’s best-known red wine has been dominant throughout the country’s vinous history, one of the basic commodities of trade throughout the country and the Mediterranean from ancient history up to medieval times. It was boosted as the forces of Castile won back the northern wine lands from the Moorish invaders and the conquering kings restored wine to its rightful place in gastronomy. It was bolstered by the sixteenth-century expansion of the Spanish Empire in the Americas and advanced again by the método industrial (“industrial method” of vinification) introduced by Luciano de Murrieta and his fellow pioneers in the 1850s and 1860s (see chapter seven). It was the great survivor of the bleak years of the mid-twentieth century, when almost all other Spanish wine was tarred with the brush of diluted, locally bottled “plonk” masquerading pathetically as “Spanish Burgundy” and “Spanish Claret”. It was the great flagship of Spain’s fight back as a serious wine-producing country from the 1970s onward and became a “find” for the aspiring middle classes in the boom-and-bust 1980s.


There are some of us who have known and loved it all our drinking lives. Others have only discovered it since so many new “boutique” wineries have sprung up to capitalize on the magnificent natural resources presented by the Tempranillo grape, the iron, clay, and chalk soils, and the heady river-valley climate. Many will discover it tomorrow – perhaps, even, as a result of reading this book.


And, in the third millennium, the bodegas are producing a wider range of better wines than at any time in Rioja’s history. This is their story.
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Ancient Times


THE EARLY IBERIANS


First, a potted history of Spain up to about AD 1200 to put things into context. No one knows for certain who first settled in the Iberian peninsula but it was probably the proto-Celtic tribes known as the Bell Beaker people (named after the characteristic pottery they left behind), who travelled north from Africa about 2500BC, along the inshore waters of what is now the west coast of western Europe, colonizing bits of it as they went. The most notable destinations were what we now call Galicia (plus Asturias, Cantabria, and the Basque Country), Brittany, Cornwall, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland, and as well as their pottery skills they were skilled metalworkers, which (much later) led the Romans to call them Vascones, which means “makers of vessels”. This has (or so they say) come down to us as Vasco in Spanish, Basque in English and French, and Euskal in the Basque language.


The first written records date from about 1100 BC, when traders from Phoenicia (modern Syria) established a port at Gadir (now Cádiz in the sherry country) at what were then known as the “pillars of Hercules”: what we now call the Straits of Gibraltar. Immigration from the eastern Mediterranean swelled the population, especially from 500BC during wars between Greece and its neighbours to the east, and then the Rome/Carthage conflict. Carthage conquered Spain in 218BC, but the Romans defeated the Carthaginians in 151BC and became the effective rulers of Spain, establishing their capital at Córdoba. The legions quickly spread northwards and found tribes which they dubbed the Celtiberi (i.e. the Celts who live in the valley of the river Iberus – today’s Ebro) and the Vascones making wine in a primitive way in the area that is now Rioja (as well as farther north in the Basque Country). To avoid expensive excursions back to Rome as the empire expanded, the Romans had a policy of making wine in the countries they conquered, and they introduced the “new technology” of the stone lagar (“trough”; see chapter six, page 41), probably universally by the first century AD.


From a technological point of view, winemaking changed very little for the next millennium and a half, but politically everything changed on a rolling basis. The Roman Empire (and thus Spain) was converted to Christianity, but the empire was in decline, and incursions by barbarian tribes began in AD409 with the Vandals; they were followed by the Swabians/Suevians and, once the collapse of the Roman Empire was complete in AD476, the Visigoths. It seems, however, that regardless of whether the country was being governed by a civilized or a barbaric power, the demand for wine remained constant.


MOORISH INFLUENCE


This even held true after AD711, in which year, after the battle of Guadalete, the Moors (Muslim peoples of mixed Arab and Berber descent from northwest Africa) conquered Spain and set about making it into an Islamic state. There’s a popular view that this was disastrous for wine, but this is not entirely true. There were, indeed, two different Moorish administrations in (most of) Spain, and the first, from AD711–929 under the caliphate of Damascus, was very civilized indeed. These were people who had a great tradition of literature, art, architecture, and learning. They brought with them, for example, the art of distilling; they wanted the dry extract al kohl, which is the origin of our word “alcohol”, for painting and cosmetics.


The Spaniards, however, quickly found a use for the liquid by-product, which had formerly only been used as a pharmaceutical to treat wounds and abrasions. They built the Alhambra palace in Granada, and before the end of the eighth century they had conquered all of Spain south of the Cantabrian Mountains. Indeed, the reason that the southernmost of the three Basque provinces is called “Araba” (Álava) is because that was the only Basque province which had been occupied by the “Arabs”. Christian forces regrouped north of the Cantabrian Mountains in the Basque Country, Asturias, and Cantabria, and began to fight back. In the early years of the ninth century, progress was slow, and many of the fortified towns we now admire in Álava and La Rioja are a testimony to those times. The collapse of Moorish rule had begun in AD756; the increasing insurgency by Castilian forces (in fact they were Castilian plus all sorts from Catalonia, Navarra, León, and Asturias, but it is a convenient shorthand) had led the ruling Moors to bring in extra forces from the fierce Berber warrior tribes of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco. The Berbers were skilled in mountain warfare, but lacked the learning and the civilized, artistic instincts of their masters, and quickly realized that, as the fighting force, they could simply take over. There was a period of civil war and insurrections until AD929, when the Berbers ousted their Damascene predecessors and established the caliphate of Córdoba under Abd-ar-Rahman I.


Meanwhile, the Castilian forces had exploited the disarray on the Moorish side, and made progress southwards. The capital of Castilian Spain switched between Navarra, Catalonia, and Castile at a time when the various small kingdoms of northern Spain were beginning to unite. León and Asturias had united in 931 under King Ramiro II, Castile and Navarre (as it then was) united in 1067, and Aragón joined in 1134, so that in 1150 Alfonso VII of Castile was styled “Emperor of Spain”. But the country was still very fragmented and far from united, with the Berbers in control of much of the south. Northern Spain, however, was doing rather well. Royal courts, universities, cathedrals, monasteries, and government institutions had been established, and this meant that there were people of rank, with money, prepared to pay for decent wine – and nothing establishes quality as fast as a ready market.


LA RIOJA


As mentioned in Chapter One, Rioja as a region was first recognized (as Rioxa) in the year 1092, but its winemaking credentials had been recorded rather earlier, more often than not in a monastic context. A document of 863 records the cultivation of vines at the monastery of San Mámes in Treviana in the Rioja Alta, and in 926 García Sánchez, king of Navarra, deposited a will at the monastery of San Millán de la Cogolla leaving his successor Lucronio et Asa con omnibus terris, veneis, ortis, pamrii, montibus. This translates as “Logroño and Asa [a small town just north of the Ebro between Lapuebla de Labarca and Elvillar] with all lands, vineyards, gardens, orchards, and mountains.” In 934, Fernán González, the conde de Castilla (count or earl of Castile), conducted a census of the county of Castile which recorded the extent of the vineyards, naming the main centres as Alesanco, Nájera, Cárdenas, Medrano, Clavijo, Enciso, and Arnedillo (most of which are in the Rioja Alta), as well as villages in the valleys of the rivers Iregua and Leza:




Omnes domus singulas metitas de vino in oblatione et singulos panes in offerta. Omnes villas de rivo de Alesanco et de rivo Cardimes, de vertice aqueusque ad Najeram. (“All the individual houses [makers] of wine and bread. All the houses about the river Alesanco and the river Cardimes, which join [are tributaries of] the river Najera.”)





More written references occur as the years pass and writing becomes, increasingly, a devotional activity, so we know that wine was a major part of the gastronomic and commercial landscape before the year 1000.


POETIC LICENCE


Probably the biggest single factor in the ancient history of Rioja wine was a mention by the poet Gonzalo de Berceo (born some time in the 1190s, died some time in the 1240s, or maybe later; authorities differ on the precise dates). He was a monk at the monastery of San Millán and he usually wrote poetry of a devotional nature. However, famously, he wrote the first-known [written] poem in the Spanish tongue, which includes the lines:




Quiero fer una prosa en román paladino en cual suele el pueblo fablar con su vezino ca non so tan letrado por fer otro latino bien baldrá, como creo, un vaso de bon vino.





This translates into English as “I want to write a prose in the language in which the common people use to address their neighbours, as I am not learned enough to write in a different Latin. I trust it will still merit a glass of good wine.” Rather inconveniently, de Berceo didn’t record Rioja by name but, in those days, in the absence of refrigerated transport and decent containers, the only wine available in any area of Europe was wine made locally, so we may safely assume that Rioja is what he was enjoying.


PILGRIM’S PROGRESS


Another factor must have been the Camino de Santiago. Pilgrims had been walking from northern Europe to Santiago de Compostela since the early ninth century, and wherever you begin (there are many starting points) all the trails unite at Logroño, coming in via the N-111 from Mendavia, crossing the stone bridge, up the Calle Ruavieja, crossing to the Calle de Barriocepo, through the gateway in the Murallas del Revellín (the old city walls), then left and right into the Calle del Marqués de Murrieta, then left and right through the Parque de San Miguel and westwards down the N-120 to Navarrete, Nájera, and Santo Domingo de la Calzada before crossing into the province of Burgos (autonomía of Castile-León) and points west.


In those days, food was never consumed without wine, and the monasteries were among the most enthusiastic growers of vines and makers of wine. Pilgrims would have been regaled with wine from Navarra, Rioja, Castile, León, and Galicia on their journey westward, and it may be significant that the wines from Rioja were the first to have their names known along the route. However, several royal edicts of Castile of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries prohibited the importation of wine from Navarra into Rioja. This may have helped to maintain the integrity of the local wine, but it also shows that already a difference was perceived in the quality of wines from Rioja and those from the surrounding area.


BRAVE NEW WORLD


A big leap forward came with the reunification of Spain and the discovery of America in 1492. Spain went forward into a golden age of prosperity, plundering the New World for its treasures, colonizing the Americas, and building export trade. Of course, the British and the French were busy plundering and colonizing, too, and this was the era of the freebooter, the buccaneer, the privateer, and the just plain pirate. But there was legitimate trade as well. The first (European) vines in America were reportedly planted in 1677 by French Huguenot immigrants on the Hudson River in what is now Ulster County, New York, so for more than the first century and a half of colonization there was massive opportunity for export trade.


Spain was not slow to respond. In 1580, for example, production in what is now the Rioja Alta alone was 318,330 cántaras, a cántara (literally “large flagon”) being 16.16 litres in today’s money, so representing 51,442 hectolitres: a remarkable amount for a region that still had few commercially sized producers. Prices were volatile, too, according to supply and demand. In 1513, a litre (juggling between cántaras and arrobas, another old unit of measure, becomes too complex at this point, so I have converted to modern measures) sold for 1.6 maravedis (coins originally equivalent to ten Roman denarii) rising to 6.8 in 1530, down to 5.6 by 1539, rising to 7.76 in 1548, and 12.1 in 1549. In July 1565, a litre had dropped to 3.2 maravedis, but by November the same year it was 6.4, and 5.75 in 1598. It’s almost impossible to quantify these in modern terms, but there were thirty-four maravedis to the real, and a real was eventually to become five pesetas, and 166 pesetas eventually became a euro, so ten maravedis represents, perhaps, one centimo in modern money.


One of the next requirements for a burgeoning export trade was a suitable container. Barrels had been prohibitively expensive, but with the economy of scale provided by a large export market, they became affordable, and were pressed into service to ship wine to the Americas. Only sherry – then universally imitated and accepted as the world’s finest wine – was more important than Rioja in Spanish wine terms, so it was natural that an industry started to grow, with wine shipped downriver to the Catalan coast or north to Bilbao. These barrels were of poor quality, however, and had to be lined with pitch or resin to prevent the wine from being spoiled or leaking out.


LEGISLATION


At home, the first steps in wine regulation (beyond the medieval bans on mixing Rioja with wines from outside the region) started to appear in the seventeenth century. The first formal act was a bye-law of 1635 in the city of Logroño which banned wagons and horses from roads adjacent to the crianza (maturation) cellars, in case the vibration disturbed the ageing wines, and there were various local regulations covering individual vineyards (still quite widely in monastic hands), the grapes they grew, and how much wine they made. The first real step towards quality control (or trade protection, or both) was the establishment in 1787 of the Real Sociedad Económica de Cosecheros de Rioja (Royal Economic Society of Rioja Wine-growers) which was the first to promote Rioja wine as a distinctive “appellation” – although no such term was used at the time – and to encourage its promotion as an industry. This was the era of Manuel Quintano y Quintano, who was to take the first step in industrializing Rioja wine production, even though the Napoleonic wars and local opposition would force a hiatus of more than half a century.
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Rioja Up to Date


THE ORIGINS OF MODERN WINEMAKING


The next major development in Rioja’s history came from Bordeaux. The French region was starting to assert itself as a major quality wine region in the late eighteenth century, a process that would culminate in it being perceived as “the world’s finest wine”, taking over that rather doubtful title from sherry around the time of the Great Exhibition of 1855. Prominent Riojanos started visiting Bordeaux from the third quarter of the eighteenth century to see what winemakers there were doing that might work in Rioja. There were many new ideas, including selection of grape varieties (and actually knowing the differences between them); better hygiene in the winery; more careful vine husbandry in the vineyard; de-stalking and multiple pressings, with the first-run juice separated for fermentation from the harder, later pressings; disinfecting barrels before they were filled, as well as filling, racking, pumping, and filtering.


The other big difference was the Bordelais’ use of wood. Instead of fermenting in stone lagares or cement tanks, they had beautifully coopered vats made from oak, and they aged their wines in similarly well-made barrels of the same wood – barrels that were so meticulously coopered that they didn’t need pitch or resin to line the inside to keep them watertight; instead, they were toasted with fire to seal the wood. They were, however, horrendously expensive for a wine region whose wines did not command Bordeaux prices.


Manuel Quintano y Quintano was a priest in Labastida who had carried on the monastic tradition of taking an interest in vines and wine. He visited Bordeaux from about 1780 and spent the 1786 vintage there, learning the techniques. He brought Bordeaux casks back with him, and began to experiment with fermenting and ageing wine in oak. His neighbours thought him a fool, but he proved his point in 1795 by exporting ten barrels and 1,050 bottles of wine to a customer in Cuba, who reported that not only had they survived the journey, but they were the best quality he had ever received from Rioja. However, the price of wine was strictly controlled by the Real Sociedad Económica (see chapter two), and Quintano’s competitors, who didn’t want to go to the expense of emulating his methods or the work of competing with his quality, lobbied the sociedad hard not to allow him to charge more for his wine than they charged for theirs – in spite of the fact that his cost of production was much higher. They won their case.


Meanwhile, the French revolution was under way, precluding any more cross-border visits. Once things had settled down after that, Napoléon began his process of trying to take over the entire continent, so wine took rather a back seat for quite a few years. In any case, in 1800 Quintano had been appointed the dean of Burgos Cathedral, and his interests moved from wine towards his new duties. However, his example was probably a major contribution to the shift in production away from white wines and towards the reds that were to become Rioja’s trademark for the future. Indeed, there was to be an interregnum of half a century before the next step forward.


POLITICS AND THE NINETEENTH CENTURY


A bit more Spanish history: the early nineteenth century was a morass of political turmoil in the country after the death of King Fernando VII in 1833. His brother Carlos de Borbón (Bourbon) claimed the throne ahead of Fernando’s small daughter Isabella, and there were six years of fighting before the Carlists admitted defeat. General Baldomero Espartero had been instrumental in the war, exacting a surrender from the Carlist forces in 1839, and in 1840 he was rewarded with the title of Duque de la Victoria (“Duke of the Victory”). He had entered parliament for the Progressive Party in 1837 and had become increasingly uncomfortable with the regency of Isabella’s mother; Isabella would not be old enough to rule in her own right until she reached sixteen. In 1840, Espartero engineered a military coup, with himself as regent until such time as she should come of age. As a result, Isabella and her mother, the widowed queen María-Cristina, were driven into exile. Espartero proved to be a dictatorial regent, ruthlessly suppressing any opposition, and was himself eventually overthrown in 1843. He went into exile in London, taking with him his trusted aide-de-camp, Colonel Luciano Murrieta. Isabella returned in 1844, this time as queen regnant. As a result, Carlist opposition flared up again in 1847, led by Carlos’s son Carlos Luís, but by 1849 this insurrection had also ended in defeat.


This is important in Rioja history for two reasons. In 1835, the prime minister, Juan Álvarez Mendizábal, believing that the religious orders favoured the Carlist cause, forced a law through the Cortes (Spain’s legislative assembly) to curb the power and confiscate the property of the monasteries, much as Henry VIII had done in 1538 in England (though for very different reasons). Many wine estates were in monastic ownership, and these became available for the state to sell to fund the war. The second factor is that Murrieta and Riscal, the two legendary pioneers of what we are now calling “classic” Rioja, were both in exile: Murrieta in London and in a banking career with former General Espartero (now just calling himself the Duque de la Victoria), and Riscal in France simply to escape the turmoil that was political Spain at that time. Both men came back to Rioja via Bordeaux, but in different manners.


THE PIONEERS OF CLASSIC RIOJA


Luciano de Murrieta García Lemoine (later the Marqués de Murrieta) had been born in Peru, the son of the owners of a silver mine, and made a further fortune in, among other things, banking. While in London with the Duque de la Victoria, he enjoyed the good life in a perennial round of dinners, banquets, country-house weekends, and high living, but was dismayed by the low profile given to Rioja wine. The Duque happened to own a bodega in Rioja and recommended the wine business as a good investment for the future. Intrigued, Murrieta made his way to Bordeaux and studied winemaking there, before going to Rioja to make his first vintage in the Duque’s bodega in 1852. He used Bordeaux wood and casks, and effectively became the first to produce “classic” Rioja. In 1872, he established an estate at Ygay, just south of Logroño, which is still one of the most beautiful and elegant in Rioja.


He was not alone. Camilo Hurtado de Amézaga (Marqués de Riscal de Alegre) had also been in exile in Bordeaux (although this time for supporting the losing side in the Carlist war) and had taken an interest in winemaking. He returned to Rioja with the same admiration for the Bordeaux way of making wine as Luciano de Murrieta, brought Bordeaux vines with him as well as casks, and commissioned one of the leading architects of the day to build a Bordeaux-style chai (a building for maturing and storing wine) in the village of Elciego. His first experiments showed that Cabernet Sauvignon would flourish alongside Tempranillo in the vineyards, but the local winemaking technology simply hadn’t been able to handle the grapes effectively. He founded the first purpose-built bodega for the making of the “new” style of Rioja in the town of Elciego between 1850 and 1860 and made his first vintage in 1860.


By now it had become obvious, at least to the local authorities, that Rioja’s future lay in quality wines, and the regional government hired a French winemaker, rather appropriately named Jean Cadiche Pineau of Château Lanessan (later to become a cru bourgeois) in the Haut-Médoc, to advise growers and winemakers on Bordeaux methods. This was not an unqualified success; costs were much higher than with the traditional methods (especially the cost of oak casks), the business infrastructure of négociants and courtiers didn’t exist, and – not least – proud Riojano cosecheros (grape-growers) and bodegueros (producers) didn’t need this foreigner to teach them how to make wine their forefathers had made for generations. So Pineau generally got the cold shoulder from most of them, such that when his contract expired in 1868, it was not renewed. The feeling among rank-and-file bodegueros was that while the wines were very good, they were not Rioja.


Riscal stepped in and hired Pineau as his winemaker (although the term “winemaker” was not in use then and still has no direct equivalent in Castellano). There was no control over prices any more, so Murrieta, Riscal, and the other pioneers charged higher prices for their wines – and got them. There are few things which change people’s attitudes as quickly as the prospect of a better deal, and the peseta finally dropped across most of the region. Another factor had been the establishment of quality cooperage in Rioja (still a major centre for barrels in Spain today) and the cheaper availability of oak from the Americas, which could be shipped over by the tree, dried, seasoned, and coopered in Rioja to make casks at much lower prices than, effectively, shipping expensive barrels of fresh air from Bordeaux.


OÏDIUM AND PHYLLOXERA


Meanwhile, developments in France were starting to force changes of their own. In 1852, just as Bordeaux was cresting the wave of world stardom at last, there was a widespread attack of oïdium (a fungal disease which had come across the Atlantic with plants from the USA as a result of increasing transatlantic trade), which devastated large tracts of the French vineyard for the entire vintage. French négociants came over the Pyrenees looking for wine to buy, and found something their fathers remembered as Bordeaux-style wine from the previous generation in full production. This was the first step in Rioja’s international reputation, but oïdium reached Rioja in 1855 and decimated crops until 1862, when the solution – spraying the vines with a copper sulphate/calcium hydroxide solution (“Bordeaux mixture”) – was eventually discovered.


A note about Bordeaux mixture. There are (at least) two stories about how this was invented. The first concerns attempts to deter children from pilfering grapes on their way to school in the Médoc by spraying roadside vines a ghastly, poisonous blue, using dissolved copper sulphate as the colouring agent (blue was the colour of poison in those days: witness the Victorian blue-glass poison bottles seen in many pharmacies). Growers noticed that the wines which had been sprayed survived oïdium much better than those that had not, and further research developed the mixture we know today: typically a 1:1:125 ratio of copper sulphate, calcium hydroxide (quicklime), and water. This discovery is credited to Professor P. Millardet of the University of Bordeaux.


The other theory, which goes back so far in my memory I cannot now remember the source, is that a grower somewhere in France noticed that the single vine outside his kitchen window had survived oïdium better than his vineyard vines. The only difference between it and them was that his wife would throw the washing-up water out of the window (and onto the vine) each day. The cooking pans were copper, of course, and the water came from lime-rich soils, and he made the connection. This may be apocryphal.


The vines struggled back to full production and had just about recovered when the inexorable southward march of the root-gobbling louse, Phylloxera vastatrix, (again from America) began to destroy vine roots right across the country. It hit France in 1867, and the Rioja export business boomed again, with French companies setting up in the region (an example is Bodegas Franco-Españolas), but the pest was not to be stopped by the Pyrenees. Phylloxera reached Rioja eventually, in 1899, but by then the process of grafting Vitis vinifera vines onto Vitis labrusca roots had been discovered, and the Rioja vineyards could be replanted with merciful speed – although it took more than a decade before the decline was halted.


A note about phylloxera: it’s a louse that sucks the juice out of vine roots and thereby destroys the vine by lack of nutrients. American vines (Vitis labrusca) are much more vigorous and productive than the European variety and are immune to it for evolutionary reasons, but, sadly, their grapes are not suitable for quality wine production (although they do very well as table grapes). The phylloxera insect came from America in the roots of various fruit plants and was first spotted at Kew Gardens in London in experimental vines brought over from the USA. It then appeared in various parts of France (most notably Bordeaux and the Rhône), where experimental vineyards were being trialled with American vines; once the bug discovered this cornucopia of delicious roots, there was no stopping it.


Many, if not most, regions of Europe claim to have discovered the solution, most notably the cava country in the province of Barcelona where, in 1905, they erected a statue to viticulturist Marc Mir i Capella in Vilafranca del Penedès. The probable truth is that many growers in many regions planted American vines in desperation, in the hope that their grapes would be good enough for winemaking; then they noticed that, as the European vines around them failed, the American vines continued in vigorous good health. Since grafting in vine husbandry was already a well-established practice, it was only one step from that to the idea of grafting all European vinifera vines onto American labrusca roots. The universities of Bordeaux and Montpellier were heavily involved in the research, and the general feeling is that the solution was developed in 1887, by Professor Pierre-Marie-Alexis Millardet of the University of Bordeaux.


“MODERN” RIOJA AND THE TWENTIETH CENTURY


From an export point of view, this had been a boom time for Rioja, with the founding of some of what remain the region’s greatest bodegas. Even as the French vineyards began to return to health, the export market seemed undimmed. A major factor was the completion of the railway line between Logroño and Bilbao in 1880, followed by a trade treaty with France in 1882 which cut import taxes between the two countries and boosted exports again. The period from 1870 to 1885 was the golden age of classic Rioja, with the foundation of new bodegas and a booming export market which, it seemed, would last for ever. A good deal of the wine found its way into export-market blends under fanciful French appellation names (particularly Bordeaux), and many of the so-called “Bordeaux” wines were much improved as a result. In contrast, the early 1900s were difficult for Rioja. Its main market, France, had had a massive vintage in 1893, which marked the start of a general decline in the country’s need for imported wine, and the French government had tariffed strongly against imported wine to protect its own industry in 1892. In 1898, Spain lost its remaining colonies in Central and South America and the Philippines, and those markets effectively disappeared, too. In 1900, the main worry was phylloxera. Many bodegas sold up, closed, or merged, and many areas of vineyard were returned to general agriculture. Those vineyards that remained were replanted on grafted roots but, of course, vines need several years of growth before they can produce a viable crop, and it was 1913 before yields began to increase after a fourteen-year decline.


Trade did improve, however, and during World War I Rioja won export business to the USA, as France was unable to export. There was a ground swell of opinion that Rioja needed its own appellation system to guarantee the origin of the wine and prevent the use of the name by other regions of Spain – a practice that was becoming rife, as wines from almost anywhere could put any label they liked on their wines to capitalize on Rioja’s reputation. The first regulatory council, known as a consejo regulador (CR), was constituted in 1926, and Rioja was the first wine region of Spain to be so regulated, although it was not then called a denominación de origen – a quality wine region.


REGULATING QUALITY


A note about regulation: contemporaneously, France was working towards the appellation d’origine contrôlée, or AOC system, which was instituted nationally in 1935, but a few regions of France, Spain, and Italy had their own fledgling systems in place before this. The French system was widely seen to be workable and well-organized, and when nationwide systems were rolled out in other countries, they tended to follow the French model; this has formed the basis for nearly all the quality-wine designation systems of Europe. In Spain, during the Second Republic (1931–6, which ended in the Spanish Civil War) there were attempts to “firm up” the system, and Cariñena got its own CR in 1932, with sherry, Montilla, and Tarragona getting theirs in 1932–3. During the Civil War, Málaga received its CR in 1937, as a result of work done prior to the war, but apart from that, very little happened in the wine world, understandably, and it wasn’t until afterwards that the term denominación de origen, or DO for short, began to be used as a direct translation of the French appellation d’origine. The abbreviation for consejo regulador de la denominación de origen is CRDO. The next one was to be Alella in 1953.


After World War II, and particularly as Spain opened up as a holiday destination in the late 1950s and early 1960s, large quantities of wine from Spain were exported, particularly to northern Europe where wine drinking was something of a novelty for all but the most well-off. Importers cheerfully labelled their wines “Spanish Claret’’, “Spanish Burgundy”, and “Spanish Chablis”. To be fair, it had been fashionable in the 1890s in Spain itself to use similar epithets to describe the wines but, in Europe at least, as export customers for Rioja joined the EU, one by one, they had to abide by community law that protects the names of wine regions in the market.


The UK, one of the biggest markets, joined in 1973, and customers who had been buying “Spanish Claret” et al were completely bewildered by something called vino de mesa (VdM): literally “table wine”. Many importers responded by dreaming up fanciful names for their wines. In my early years in the trade it had been common practice in the UK to import red vino de mesa from Spain and label it as “Spanish Burgundy”, etc., and vin de table from France and label it “Nuits-St-Georges”, etc., with impunity. This had to stop, by law. One of our French suppliers tried to counter the problem by registering a red table wine under the brand name “Knights of St George”, but this cut little ice with the customers. Fortunately for Rioja, it really had stuck to its guns in maintaining its name in the public eye, and in those days the only Spanish wines we sold under their own names were Rioja and Valdepeñas, the latter which has a history almost as long as that of Rioja. Indeed, in a survey conducted as long ago as 1989 among UK consumers, when asked for the name of a red wine region, Rioja came third after Burgundy and Beaujolais.


TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION


The other big change of the 1970s was new winemaking technology. Miguel Torres had installed the first temperature-controlled stainless-steel fermentation tanks in Pacs del Penedès in 1962, and the first Rioja bodega to be constructed from scratch using this equipment was Union Vitivinícola in Cenicero, better known as Marqués de Cáceres. This was the brainchild of Enrique Forner, whose family had moved rather hurriedly to Bordeaux at the time of the Civil War (Forner padre had been a republican MP). There they went into the wine business, eventually owning two Bordeaux châteaux: Larose-Trintaudon and Camensac, both in the village of St-Laurent in the Médoc. Young Henri (as Enrique is known in France) learned the craft of winemaking under the eminent Professor Peynaud from the University of Bordeaux, and when he built his new, château-style bodega, it was with Peynaud’s advice from the ground up. Forner believed that Rioja in the 1960s was much too oaky, and that the fruit component of the wine was being overshadowed. At that time, the crianza rules were much stricter than they are now, demanding very long periods in cask before bottling was permitted; they changed in the late 1970s, probably partly as a result of Forner’s success. It is interesting to speculate what must have been on the minds of his neighbours when Forner installed his shiny new tanks; perhaps they shook their heads, as their great-grandfathers had done at the time of Murrieta and Riscal, and expressed the feeling that while the wines were very good, they were not Rioja.


Needless to say, attitudes changed when Marqués de Cáceres made massive inroads into the export market as well as the home one, especially the paradores (state-owned hotels) which are very tourist-friendly and encourage people to buy the wines they’ve enjoyed on holiday after they get home. Most bodegas now routinely use stainless steel for fermentation (but see chapter six for some alternative recent developments). These are the “modern” wines of Rioja, fermented in stainless steel and given the absolute minimum of oak-ageing according to law. Many companies also use second-and third-year barrels to minimize the oak effect still further, although, interestingly, Cáceres now produces a gran reserva red and a crianza white, which Enrique Forner suggested he would never do, so the eternal circle is complete – or perhaps not.


On the regulatory front, there was another change to come before the end of the century. Italy introduced a new “super category” of quality wine (denominazione de origine controllata e garantita, or DOCG) in 1984, and Spain followed suit by establishing the denominación de origen calificada (DOCa: literally “qualified” – as in quality – denomination of origin) in 1988. Rioja was promoted to DOCa status on April 9, 1991, with a much tougher reglamento (set of rules) which demands, among other things, proof over a very long period that the winemaker can consistently maintain high quality, keep the base price of grapes at least 200 per cent of the average price for that grape throughout Spain, bottle at the bodega, and undergo very stringent tasting and testing regimes. There was a great deal of debate about whether the DOCa should have been awarded on a district basis (as with grand cru in Champagne and classico in Italian wines), or only to wines of reserva status and above, or only in exceptional years, or on an ad hoc basis according to the results of the tastings. In the end, however, it was awarded to everybody willy-nilly, regardless of the quality of the wines they produced. If they could hack the Rioja back label, they were calificada, regardless. For this reason, no other DO in Spain seemed keen to apply for promotion to the new category for quite a long time. The second was Priorato in 2003, although because the people there speak Catalan, it’s denominació d’origen qualificada or DOQ.


Sadly, Mother Nature failed to deliver a quality vintage of a sufficient quality to allow the new DOCa Rioja to strut its stuff in 1991, and 1992 and 1993 were dismal, on account of drought. In 1994, she finally came up trumps with an excellent but small vintage, topping that in 1995 with an excellent and decent-sized vintage; gran reserva wines from the latter are likely to be drinking well towards 2010.


A word about vintages: the CRDOCa classifies the quality each year in the spring after the vintage, when crianza wines have gone into cask. The system is sledgehammer-subtle, with five grades. They used to be: Deficiente (Deficient); Regolar (Regular); Buena (Good); Muy Buena (Very Good) and Excelente (Excellent); but the lower two grades mysteriously mutated during the 1990s; so it now looks like this:
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