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Wine: Northern Spain’s fertile landscape
Spain has a hugely varied climate which produces complex and interesting wines

Cathal McBride

20th June, 2021

Rías Baixas in Galicia produces complex and interesting white wines
When talk turns to the subject of northern Spanish wines, I would take an educated guess that the vast majority
of us immediately recall deep, rich and oaky reds from Rioja or Ribera del Duero.
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And with pretty good reason. Rioja is far away from the Atlantic winds and has a Mediterranean climate that
provides hot summers and cold winters. The undulating landscape, with fertile properties irrigated by the river
Ebro and its tributaries,
makes this region a perfect
microcosm of wine-producing characteristics.
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There are also some incredibly complex and interesting white wines from the north, however, as far west as Rías
Baixas and as far east as the Penèdes DO (denominación de origen). While many of us have enjoyed at least one
seaside holiday in Spain’s coastal resorts, it’s important to remember that this country is a large landmass with a
hugely varied climate.
Take the aforementioned Rías Baixas in Galicia, which is renowned for growing albariño (alvarinho in Portuguese).
Considered similar to sauvignon blanc, these wines vary slightly depending on their origin. They are usually
aromatic and dry, encompassing stone fruit such as nectarines and peaches, notes of melon and honey along with
grapefruit or lemon zest acidity. Due to the Atlantic coast, there is generally a finish of saline minerality.
That is the beauty of terroir. Over the centuries, winemakers have experimented with indigenous and then
imported varieties to present the best of their grapes within the climate, landscape and soil where they grow.
The popularity of these wines is hardly surprising, since they lend themselves incredibly well to pairing with all
types of seafood. A standout example is the Pazo de Señorans, Albariño, 2019 (available from O’Briens, €22.95)
which has aromas of nectarine, citrus and honey. Dry with a finely honed and considered acidity, while fresh with
an interesting complexity, it finishes in that typical saline minerality. Chill this well, but keep it out of the fridge (if
the day isn’t too hot) and enjoy its evolution over time.
Another fine example is the Bodegas Altos de Torona Albariño, 2019, also from Rías Baixas (available at many
independent retailers including Blackrock Cellar, Corkscrew, Cosmo Off-Licence, Deveney’s, Nectar Wines and
SC Grocer, €20). An inviting nose of melon, stone fruits and honeysuckle draws you into a palate with notes of
apple, lemon and pineapple. There is a lovely richness and texture of body here, plus a zesty acidity.
Moving to northern central Spain, Verdejo is a grape widely grown in the Rueda DO in Castilla y Léon. Aromatic
with similarities to sauvignon blanc, it is typically produced to be drunk young, but also responds well to oak
ageing.
Dunnes Stores has recently launched its Masterchef range of wines, which includes a verdejo along with a Rioja
crianza and a tempranillo from Ribera del Duero. The verdejo from Rueda is fresh and clean, with floral aromas.
On the palate it is youthful and fresh, with citrus and apple notes and a vibrant, clean acidity.
Do not be fooled by the gimmicky label – these are excellent value wines with good pedigree. The verdejo is
available for a special introductory price of €11 (standard retail price €12) until July 12.
Over on the eastern part of Spain, Penedès (most commonly known for the production of Cava) is also delivering
some excellent single varietal wines from xarel-lo. Along with macabeu and parellada, it makes up the trio of
grapes in Cava and provides the backbone of vibrant acidity in sparkling wine.
On its own, xarel-lo’s typical notes of green apple and citrus give it a fresh and zippy taste – and it is well worth
seeking out from good quality producers.
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THREE TO TRY, BUY AND PUT BY
Alsina & Sardà, Finca La Boltana, Penedès, Spain, 2019 (ABV 12.5 per cent), 91
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Made organically from 100 per cent xarel-lo, this has citrus and slight bready aromas on the nose. As is typical
with this grape, it has a core of apples and citrus. There is also a good body and complexity here, underpinned by
mouth-puckering, fresh, crisp acidity and a modicum of minerality on the finish. Delicious with oysters as I enjoyed
it, this is also a good pair for other seafood and fried dishes.
Available from Boutique Wines (boutiquewines.ie), Barnhill Stores in Dalkey (barnhillstores.ie), Bradley’s OffLicence in Cork (bradleysofflicence.ie), €18.50
Coto De Gomariz, Flower and the Bee White, Ribeiro, Spain, 2019 (ABV 13 per cent), 92
I reviewed its tinto counterpart recently, but this delightful, single varietal treixadura from Ribeiro also deserves
attention. It has a wonderfully inviting and expressive nose, with aromas of honeysuckle and stone fruit. Rich and
fleshy with notes of pear and peach, there is also a backbone of citrus acidity. It makes for easy drinking on its
own, but could also be paired with any variety of fish dishes or summer salads.
Available from Green Man Wines (greenmanwines.ie), 64 Wine (64wine.ie), Clontarf Wines (clontarfwines.ie),
Ardkeen Stores in Waterford (ardkeen.com), Kelly’s in Clontarf (kellysofflicence.com), €20
Belondrade y Lurton, Rueda, Spain, 2018 (ABV 14 per cent), 94
Made from 95 per cent verdejo and 5 per cent other varieties, this is something really special. It has the fourth
highest score in the Peñin Guide Book of Spanish Wines 2021 and is also listed in the book 1001 Wines You Must
Try Before You Die. There are rich, stone fruits on the nose here, with hints of vanilla from ten months ageing in
oak. It displays a gorgeous viscosity, nutty with notes of apple. Textured and complex, this has a lingering,
thoughtful finish. It was lovely when paired with a cod dish I prepared, but would go equally well with all seafood.
Available from Deveney’s of Dundrum (deveneys.ie), Martins Off-Licence (martinsofflicence.ie), McHugh’s OffLicences (mchughs.ie), Michael’s in Sutton (michaels.ie), The Corkscrew (thecorkscrew.ie), SC Grocer in
Monkstown (scgrocer.com), €57
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