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Despite difficult vintages, Spain’s best vintners are
still making progress By THOMAS MATTHEWS

“Smal| uaity-eriented wineries In Spain's lesser-known regions are spurring the country’s recent surge in quality. Vida Mein is leading
the way iv e northwestern reglon of Ribeiro, and the winery, surrounded by bucelic vineyards, doubles as a bed-and-breakfast.
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pain has been on a roller-coaster ride in recenr vintages,

but even extreme weather hasn't deriled the country’s
rapid and impressive prosress with wine.

From the ripe, balanced 2001 vintage w a cool, rainy 2002
and a scorching
lenges. They have responded with excellent wines from most of
the country'’s major growing regions. Unfortunately, prices have

2003, Spanish vintners have faced diverse chal-

risen across the board, making exploration more expensive than
irt the past.

In the past year, | have blind-tasted more than 600 Spanish wines
in our New York offices. About 15 pereent of them scored ourstand-
ing (99 poines or better on Wine Speciator’s 100-point scale). Five
wines earned classic mtings (95 to 100), all of then reds,

The 2001 vintage dominated the roster of top wines in my report
last year (see “Spain Strides Ahead,” Dec. 15, 2004), and new re-
leases from the vintage continue to show its strength across the
country. The 2001 Amancio, a single-vineyard bottling from
Bodepas Sierra Canrabria (96, $142), is the wop-scoring Rioja in
this report; just behind is another single-vineyard 01, El Puntido
from Vifedos de Pdganes (95, $53).

Reports of a difficule growing season and some disappointing
early releases raised concerns about 2002, but the vintage
showed better than | expected. For example, the 2002 versions
of the aforementioned Riojas are only a step behind the '01s: 93
points for the Amancio and 92 for the El Puntido. And two
20025 eamed classic ratings, Termanthia, the flagship Toro from
top bodesa Numanthia-Termes (96, $202) and LAN's Rinja
Edicién Limirada (95, $43).

To add to the excitement, 2003 is off 10 a promising start, The
growing season was a scorcher all across Spain, but microclimate
factors helped moderate the effects of the heat, especially in
Ribera del Duero aind Priocat, where the best wines have fresh-
ness as well as concentration.

Many Spanish bodegas hold back their top wines for years of
bottle-aging, to bring them to peak drinkability. As a resule,
older vintages are penerally available as well. Vega Sicilia’s new
release of its flapship Unico, from the exceptional 1994 vintage
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Spain's traditional favarites are also better than ever—after 10 years in Vega
Sicilia’s barrel room, the 1994 Unico is one of this repont’s 1op-sconing wines.

(96, $350), proves the virtues of this approach; it’s complex, har-
monious and still lively, offering both beauty and characrer. The
1996 Balbas Ribera del Duero Alitus Reserva (92, 5100) also
marries power with the mineral and game flavors of emerging
maturity.

While most of these top-scoring wines are expensive, Spain
continues to deliver good value, o, | found about 75 very goad
wines (85 points or higher) selling for $15 or less. From the crisp,

fruity whites of Galicia in the northwest to the rich reds of

Jumilla and Utiel-Requena in the southeast, they come from
wine repions all across the country.
Spain cultivates more acres of vineyards than any other coun-

try in Europe, and its wine regions encompass a wide range of

climates and soil types. Its bodegas make bold, ageworthy reds,
fresh dry whites, distinctive sparkling wines and the wide range
of styles and flavors of Sherry, Spain's unique fortified wine. This
is fertile pround for wine explorers. Flere is a partial map to this
rapidly evolving world.

PRIORAT

Priorat, in the constal mountains southwest of Barcelona, is pro-
ducing Spain’s most exciring and distinctive reds.

These wines rarely use Tempranillo, which is the signature red
grape throughout most of Spain, and rely instead on old-vine
Garmnacha and Carifiena blended with international
as Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon. Often aged m new French oak,

rarieties such

these are wines of extrmordinary power and complexity.

The slate soils and high elevations helped moderate the negative
impacts of both the miny, cool 2002 growing season and the hot
summer of 2003, and excellent wines were produced in both vin-
tages. [ give 2003 the edge for its combination of power and har-
mony. Some '03s are heady, with overripe prune and raisin flavors.
But the best are fresh, with wild heeb, licorice and mineral flavors.

Alvaro Palacios made an excellent overall showing in 2003.
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Thomas Matthews’ Recommended Wines From Spain

For complete reviews, see the Buying Guide or www.winespactator.com,
An alphabetical listing of all wines tasted for this report beging on page 179 of this issue's Buying Guide.

TOP WINES TOP VALUES
WINE SCORE |PRICE WINE SCORE |PRICE
NUMANTHIA-TERMES Toro Termanthia 2002 86 | $202 BODEGAS RODERO Ribera del Duero Carmelo a1 £25
B aeenel beutifial, with expressive ripe blackberry and coassis [ Rodero Crianza 2001
fruir flavors framed by coffee, mineral and florml notes. Alluring flocal and espresso aromas, with a thick, rich rexture
¥
thar delivers loads of ripe black fruic Qavors.
BODEGAS SIERRA CANTABRIA Rioja Amancio 2001 o} 14z LI Ak * '
Museulor tannins and mouthfilling Oavors {'flfl'l]ulfl. black- VINA MEIN Riboiro 2003 a0 £19
Lerry, coffee anul dork choeolate dominate the palace, with Mlinerals, wild herbs and the se give way o crisp, focused
supercipe fruir and a finish chae just won'e quit. citrus, ineeal anc fresh herbs in this intense, distingrive whie.
BODEGAS VEGA SICILIA Ribera del Duero Unico 96 | 350 PAGO DE LOS CAPELLANES Ribera del Duero 2003 g0 | 516
Gran Resenva 1994 Focused and expressive, with ripe yer erisp plum and hlack-
Saill dark (0 color, with alluring sromas of blackbermy, min- berry fruit and underlying notes of mineral and colfee.
eral and cipar box, this red shows a firm, fresh, balanecd = S .
palate, with black cherry, vanilla, mineeal and ol Davoes. BU_HEAHS .A_Ihannu_ RIES_EEIIES 2004 " ) 88 | su
Tl farm, juicy white mingles favors of tngerine, melon
BODEGAS LAN Rioja Edicidn Limitada 2002 95 | S48 and herbs ina bright ver pencrows eexture,
Like blackbersy jam on toasted brioche. Thick on the palace, )
aazing with sweet fruit and oak, with mascular tanms thae BODEGA EMINA thgm del DUETD EI]D:? 88 $15
fsapeli: tipple the susfase Flum, vanilla and spice notes mingle nicely in this lush red,
! - with Mavors thar build 1o a long, spicy finish.
VIREDOS DE PAGANDS Rioja El Puntido 2001 95 553
Almost syeupy, bur this red never loses s balance. Dense, SCALLREY prutat e 200 ! , | A
with blackberry, curmnt, mineral, dark chocolare and A fresh, almast supple texture, with floral, ]‘.ulu:n., wild herb, |
espresso flavers through the long finish mimeral and roast notes thar build throwgly the finish.
CAMPO ELISEO Toro 2002 94 $50 BODEGAS BORSAD Gamacha Campo de Borja 87 | 512
Blackberry, espresso and mineral notes mingle over well- T'E?f P[FMEUUE[ Bl ehetre and eranberm exolode a
integrated tnnins and emerge haloed by spices on the toasoy A bisotacker iy A & et s i
finish i tHis-elepmnt, Sntemational-style red. the palace, traifing notes of cinnamon, smoke and herb.
BODEGAS LAN Rioja Culmen Reserva 2001 94 | §125 “E“fus‘"‘ “LE pu;mu‘s?s c‘;’f“ de Ia Tierra de 8| %9
Ponwerful and cxpressive, with ripe flavors of bluelerry, plum Castilla y Leun Alaia 20 : 5 . .
and prune backed by plenty of toasty oak and framed by Burry, herb and smcoke avors mingle in chis firm, slightly
R T i tare ped- Tr huss ol focus and s balanced well for foad.,
M |
BODEGAS MAURD Vifio de 1a Tiema de Castilla y Leén o4 | 150 J-&F.LURTON Rueda 2004 ) 8r | s12
Temeus Pagu de Cueva Baja 2001 F'.xprr_'ﬁn'l: pr:.tl:l'i, melom and CENELLAERCY Aavors deaw ol ineo
Rich yer firm, concentrated yer balanced, this geaceful red 1s this fleshy white, with firm acidity.
packed with flavors of plum, blackberry, espresso, mineral, FINCA LUZON Jumilla Luzon 2004 87 $8
licorice and toast. Plump and polished, chis ripe red shows blackberry, espresso, I
ALVARD PALACIOS Priorat Finca Dofi 2003 94 £70 raisin and mineral notes, cemaiming fresh and clean. :
Rich and moutheoating, packed with jameny (rait {Ta vors of MAHLER-BESSE Toro Oro Seleccién 2002 87 | 511
blackberry and black ‘{*51"1“-'"5'- with F]“‘ﬁ“l”"-‘ and coffee aak This is rich with black cherry and chocolare favors. The .
noees and accents of wild herbs and licorice. tanmins are firm, but ic's balonced through the smoky finish, .
JOAN SIMO Priorat Les Eres Vinyes Velles 2002 94 570 Huos DE ANTONIO BARCELG Sauvignon Blanc a6 57
An alluriog red, refined yet m:'.:r'urful. subttle yer seductive. Viio de [a Tierra de Castilla y Ledn Pefiascal 2003
Brigh blackberry, mincral, coftee and anise flavors framed by This focused white shows pood varietal character, with
ripe, muscular tannins. mineral, citrus and beeb favors. Balanced and crisp.
DOMINIO DETARES Bisrap Bem bi Bre 2003 - 94| S48 SEfORIO DE SARRIA Navara Rosado 2003 86 | $9
Eleganee with power; a seamless, silky wine with harmontous This big rosé has the deep colar and tanmins of a light red, |
blackberry, plum, licorice, mi“':"_m: and floral nates supported with sum-baked froit, deied cheey, spice and mspberry jam.
by well-inteprated cannins and framed by refined oak.
BODEGA NEKEAS Viura-Chardonnay Mavara 85 | %6
VALL LLACH Priorat 2003 94 588 Vega Sindoa 2004
CL-ZHIGEL, licorice, blucherey, mineral and floml notes mingle in This firm white is lively, with citrus, apple and pear flavors,
this powerful, complex red. Ir has plenty of rannins, wood softened by vanilla oak, Steaighuforward bue balanced.
'.Lnd I.l.l.l.;l. P]'l.l.]!l 111]1. I.l.l.! i['l ]klELl'l'il:‘.'.
BODEGAS RISCAL Tempranillo Vino de [a Tierra de 85 59
Castilla y Ledn 2003
Ripe with fruit and sweet with ouk, this jammy wd offers
cherry, burry, vinilla and spice flavors,
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Rating Spanish Red Wine Vintages in

Priorat,

Ribera del Duero and Rioja

Priorat
ZODE_ _sé-_s?_ i Heat gave cancentration but top wines show great balance P ]_ NYR_
2002_ 94 Despite cool growing season, many wines show ripe, cancentrated fruit N =i Drink ar hold

_26{-}_1_ 98 Fine summer, Ripe, powerful wines; benchmarks far the region Dirink ar hofd
-EDIJO a2 Hat, dry summer produced wines with ripe fruit and firm tannins Er-v'-r;k.or hold

: -19951 il EFI Ripe wines of good structure, remaining balanced and elegant Drink ar hold
1998 91 Powerful yet lush and velvety, with good aging potential Drink ar hofd
Ribera del Duero
iﬂGE B9-93 Scorching heat gave ripeness; cogl nights kept wines fresh ' NYR

_ﬁz il ._EE Warm summer, rainy harvest, Best wines are balanced and elegant N 4 _.! Drink or hold

_Z_\.CIE.'I‘I. _95_ Powerful wines with ripe fruit, good balance and great aging potential ' Drink or hold
2000 S0 Balanced wines. elegant and complex | Drink or hold

- 1999 83 Ripe grapes, rainy harvest. Best wines are fruity and balanced Dirink
-'IiHQE'B 82 Solid wines, often with more tannins than fruit - Drink I
159? . 84 Balanced wines with gentle structure Dirink

1996 | 92 | Ripe, balanced and complex | Drink or hotd

- 1995 9-2 | Eig, ripe, concentrated. Powerful, if not always elegant Ok or hold
1954 as | Great power and ripenass T Rl Dirink or hold
Rloja
2003 83-87 Hot year, Ripe fruit with good concentration, some overripenESE._ == S MY R

“i:DGE 85 Cool Su;mmr. rainy h‘;vést-I'Dwyu_;ld;B_u;t_ H':'IDESEFEHDE_EIF:IH concentrated Drrhkmrc;'d o
2001 . 94 Hot, dry weather gave ripe wines with apulent flavars and powerful structure Drfnk;:r-!-:l;:;éa'_
EGGEI_- _BE_ Huge vields, Top producers made good winas, but others are light ~ Drfn.;r:}r hoeld
1999 | 81 Irregular ripening and rainy harvest led to light wines : 0 T ore
1998 S 79 Caold, rainy harvest. Tough wines with structure but litkle charm Drfn.f-.'_
1997 | 78 | Rainy summer, light wines | o =
19 E-E EB Elalanced win-é.; wﬁ:h ;‘c;;;?r-uit and firm structures ) ) _Egiran;.- Sealb
1995_- a2 Rich wines with good structure and excellent balance _D;:Fr-or h;’d
1994 7 89 Ripe, powerful wines Drfr_:k ar halgd :
A score range indieales a prefiminary analvsis based an barrel samples andsar a imited sampling: many wines af the vnlage nal yet reviewed
Vintage ratings: 95-100, classic: 90-94, outstanding: 85-8%, very good; 80-84, good; FO-79, average: B0-69, balow avaraga: 50-59, poor.
Drinkabllity: "MYR" means the vintage has not yel been released; ~drink™ means mast ¢f the wines of the vintage are ready to drink;
"hald™ moans most of the ageworthy wines have yet to fully mature. = P e so.uR:E L'-_f.'.'.'l.-'_.'-‘_ﬂEcm TaR : I

His Finea Dofi (94, $70), a blend mostly of Caberner Sauvignon,
Merlot and Symah, is concentrated and rich with fruit. PErmita
(93, 34300, his old-vine Garnacha, shows both elesance and in-
tensity. Les Terrasses (92, 330), made from purchased grapes, is
plush and harmonious, and perhaps the best value from the re-
gion, Val Llach’s 2003s include a dense and brooding main bot-
tling (94, 388) and the plush, fresh Embruix (93, $31).

RIBERA DEL DUERO

Ribern del Duero alsa played the hear in 2003 1o advaniage,
thianks in part 1o the regions cool nights, which helped retain
acidity as the grapes ripened to maturity, The best wines of the
vintiage are well-structured and quice fresh,

There are some excellent values in 2003, The regular boling

from Pago de los Capellanes (90, $16) is tocused and expressive.
Celeste (90, 322), a new wine from Seleccion de Torres, is pow-
erful, with datk flavors of coffee and mineral. And after some
lackluster vintages, the Bodegas Alejandro Fernande:r Pesquera
seems back on form, offering ripe fruit and solid structure (90,
528). Look tor late-release 2001%, too, such as Bodeeas Rodero’s
ripe yet fresh Crianza (91, 525).

However, prices for some Riberas have left reason behind. |
wits impressed by Dominio de Pingus 2003 (90, 5430), the cult
wine from Peter Sisseck, but more for its extraordinary ook than
its fruit; perhaps it will become more expressive with time. | pre-
ferred his second wine, Flor de Pingus 2003 (92, $50), for its vi-
brant flavors of plum, blackberry and mineral, Emilio Moro, one
of the top producers in Riber, achiceves great concentration in
the single-vineyard Mallealus de Sanchomartin 2002 (93, 52707,
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Left: Bodegas Mauro winemaker Mariano Garcia (left), here with his son, Alberto, makes outstanding Tempranillos in Castilla y Ledn. Right: The vineyards of Rioja are

still home to the most important reds of Spain, but rising prices for the region’s wines could alienate some consumers.

but most of us will be satisfied with the regular-label 2003 (92,
$32), which balances ripe fruit, solid structure and a fresh finish.

Bodegas Mauro is not technically part of Ribera (it carries the
Vino de la Tierm de Castilla v Ledn denominacidn de origen), but
its vineyards are nearby, planted o Ribera's clone of Tempranillo,
and the wines are made by Mariano Garefa, perhaps the region’s
top winemaker. Garcfa proved his mettle in 2001; his Terreus
Pago de Cueva Baja (94, $150) is muscular but graceful, while the

Vendimia Seleccionada (92, $95) is focused and expressive,

RIOJA

Rioja has recently had to share the limelight with emerging re-

gions such as Priorat, but it remains the most important source of

fine red wines in Spain,

Unfortunately, price appears to be increasing more rapidly
than quality. | rasted more than 100 Riojus this year, mostly reds
but also many whites and rosés. Only 14 wines earned ourstand-
ing scores, and their average price was $107. As for value, only
four wines scored 83 points or higher yer cost 515 or less. Some
of the impetus for this trend ean be laid at the feer of the weak
dollar, but if it continues, the region risks losing some of its ap-
peal for wine drinkers in the United Srates.

Mevertheless, top bodegas turned in impressive performances.
Bodegas Sierra Cantabria, Vifiedo de Piganos, Finea Allende and
Bodepas LAN all eamed two or more outstanding ratings in this
year’s tasting, with these scores abour equally divided berween
20015 and 2002s.

Most of these reds fall into 2 category Rioja is calling vinos de
alta expresién. They display concentrated, ripe fruit flavors, mas-
sive structure and lavish oak. Many are single-vineyard batelings,
most are matured in new French oak and few are aged in bortle
before release. In other words, they abandon many of Rioja's tra-
ditional approaches. This has caused a backlash among some
critics, who accuse the wines of being too intermnational in style,
of losing a specific and authentic Rinja identity.

96 WINESPECTATOR « DEC. 15, 1005

| serongly disagree with this conservative philosophy. In my
opinion, the traditional approach often obscured the true char-
acter of the terroir, because yields were too high, most wines were
blended from many vineyards, and long aging in American oak
overshadowed the Tavors of the fruit, 1ts rue thar some of these
new-style wines are overextracred and overoaked, especially in
weaker vintages., For example, the 2002 Contador from
Benjamin Romeo (87, 3320) delivers more oak than fruit. Bur
when well done, these wines combine fruir and strueture with

mineral and floml notes that give a fascinating sense of place.

OTHER REDS

The big-three regions account for just under 60 percent of the out-
standing wines in this report, a smaller percentage than last year.
The rest come from a wide range of more obscure places on the
Spanish wine map, all of them showing significant improvement.

Bierzo, a cool region in the northwest, makes red wine from the
distinctive, indigenous Mencia prape. Though 2003 was too hot for
these wines to show their chamcteristic elepance, Dominio de Tares
srill achieved harmony and balance with its wines. This young
bodega, founded in 2000, extended an impressive rrack record by
delivering three ourstanding '03 borelings: the Bem hi Bre (94, 346),
the Tares P3 (93, $78) and the Cepas Viejas (90, $28).

Tora, sauth of Bierzo and west of Ribera along the Duero River,
makes bold reds from a local clone of Tempranillo. Numanthia-
Termes is the consistent standout here, and delivered a trio of
outstanding 2002s. Besides the aforementioned Termanthia, the
Numanthia (91, $54) also showed power and harmony, while the
Termes (93, 324, released last year) is structured and fresh. For a
more traditional, if slightly rustic, style, look for Oro from
Mihler-Besse: the 1994 Reserva (91, $18) shows intriguing
spice, tobacco and mineral flavors, while the 2003 (86, 39) offers
exuberant black cherry and earth chamcter.

Jumilla, in the southeast, relies on Monastrell (Mourviédre) o
produce ripe reds with intripuing gamy notes. The Finea Luzin

LEFT: LAY MOLACHLANFCEFFIAS; RAGHT: MICK ROCK CEPHAS
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Alonso (left) in 1998; Numanthia-Termes is now the lop bodega in Torm.

Altos de Luzén 2003 (93, $16) is bursting with red fruic flavors,
while the Excelencia 2003 from Mihler-Besse (90, $24) leans to-
ward black fruit and smoke. Agapito Rico, Bodegas El Nido and
Casa Castillo are other Jumilla producers to watch.

Jean Leon in Penedis came to prominence in the 1960s as the
producer of the first estate-bottled Cabernet in Spain. Purchased
by Torres in 1994, the winery is now run by Miguel M.
{Maczassek) Torres. Jean Leon’s Terrasola line, made from grapes
purchased throughout the region of Cataluyna, offers fine values,
such as an expressive 2004 Sauvignon Blane-Garnamxa Blanca
{86, $11) and a balanced 2003 Red (84, $11), a blend of Syrah,
Gamacha and Tempranillo.

WHITES

Like its red wines, Spain's vivid whites are evolving rapidly. Each
vintage offers more depth and diversity of flavor.

My favorites tend to be fresh and froity wines made from in-
digenous grape varieties fermented at cool temperatures without
overt oak influence. The best of these come from Galicia, the
cool, wet region in the northwest.

The Albarifios from Rias Baixas are probably the Spanish
whites best-known in the United States. They resemble Riesling
in their flaral and mineral flavors and Viegnier in their rich wexe
tures. The 2004s are big, with flavors that lean toward mineral
and herbs, while 2003s marry ripe fruit with citrusy acidity. The
two standouts were the 2003 Campus Stella from Bodepas
Agnusdei (90, $13) and the 2004 Lagar de Cervera from Lagar
de Fornelos (90, $19). Also from Galicia, [ liked the crisp, fo-
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The Eguren family (Miguel, center; Marcos, right), of Ripja’s Slema Cantabria, purchased this century-and-a-haif-old Tinte Fino (Tempranillo) vineyard from Teodon

cused Vida Mein Ribeiro 2003 (90, $19), made principally from
Treixadura and Godello.

Rueda, in north-central Spain, is another good source of value
whites. Made from indigenous Verdejo, sometimes blended with
Sauvignon Blanc, these wines tend to be richer in texture and
riper in flavor than Albarifio. Try Vina Sila's vibrant Naia 2004
(88, 513) or |. & E Lurton’s peachy 2004 (87, $12).

A few producers are aiming for a full-blown barrel-fermented
style. The best retain distinctive character, thanks largely to their
unusual grape varietics, The bold, haneysuckle-scented Odysseus
GB from Vificdos de Ithaca (90, $23), a rare white Priorat, is
made from Garnacha Blanca. Benjamin Romeo’s white Rioja, El
Conrador de Gallocanta 2003 (92, $74), a blend of Muscat,
Garnacha Blanca, Viognier, Sauvignon Blane, Chardonnay,
Roussanne and Marsanne, is complex ver harmonious.

Spain's wine landscape is astonishing in its diversity and its
rapid pace of change. In 1998, British writer John Radford pub-
lished a pioneering overview of the terrain, titled The New Spain.
It went out of date so quickly that a revised edition was published
last year. To cite just one example of the sea change, the pages
devoted to Bierzo in the first edition didn't include Descendi-
entes de J. Palacios or Dominio de Tares, because neither of these
bodegas—<clearly the region’s leaders today—existed at the time.

The coming years will see more new bodepgas, and ambitious
producers will find more gold in unlikely places. Adventurous
wine drinkers will reap the benefit as Spain continues to redis-
cover and reinvent its wines.

Executive editor Thomas Matthews is Wine Spectator’s lead taster for
the wines of Spam.

JON WYAND




