
 

December — La Rioja 
Rioja, named for the rio (river) Oja, is Spain’s foremost wine region and its red wines have been among the most popular 
in Britain for many years. The history of winemaking in the area stretches back over 3000 years from Phoenician settlers 
in the 11th century BC, followed by Roman conquest in the 2nd century. During the Moorish era, winemaking was toler-
ated rather than encouraged, and the region only flourished once conquered by Christians in the late 15th century, 
which is when the name La Rioja was first used. Because of its geographical isolation, it wouldn’t be until the mid-18th 
century, when Bilbao became an important centre for trade, that the region would begin exporting wine in earnest.  

 

In 1850, Luciano de Murrieta (subsequently Marqués de Murrieta) established the region’s first commercial bo-
dega and began exporting wine to the Spanish colonies, benefitting hugely from the fact that French wine exports had 
been decimated by an epidemic of powdery mildew. Rioja boomed again in the 1860s when French vineyards were hit 
by the devastating phylloxera louse, accidentally imported from North America, and it was during this boom that more 
famous names were established, including La Rioja Alta and Lopez de Heredia. As Bordelaise merchants desperately im-
ported Rioja wines to fill the phylloxera-sized gap in their market, Riojan winemakers imported expertise and equipment 
right back, most importantly the 225-litre French oak barrel. This maturation tool became almost universal and fixed the 
local style in place, a style which 160 years later we still recognise. With new rail links, by the end of the 19th century 
Rioja was exporting sometimes as much as 50,000,000 litres of wine to France each month. That’s 20 Olympic swimming 
pools.  

 

After this Bordeaux’s recovery coincided with Rioja’s own phylloxera difficulties, two world wars and a civil war. 
Expansion only really recommenced in the 1960s after the construction of the AP-68 motorway connecting the regional 
capital Logroño to Bilbao. Nobody said wine economics weren’t exciting! Foreign investment came apace in the 1970s 
and domestic sales boomed in the 1980s, but increasing prices and successive underperforming vintages hit exports 
hard in the late ‘80s when new kid on the block Ribera del Duero emerged as a pretender to the throne, making a more 
modern style of wine and creating what some still perceive as the slightly “stuffy” character of Rioja.  

 

This embarrassment in the international market forced Rioja to change its image and try harder. The use of Gar-
nacha (Grenache) in blends with the traditional indigenous variety Tempranillo increased, giving the reds more body and 
alcohol, while the white variety Malvasia was almost completely phased out in favour of Viura (Macabeo), turning Rioja 
Blanco from a rich, oak-aged wine into a lighter, fresher effort more in line with demand. American oak barrels, which 
gave the wines a great deal of vanilla flavour and had been the fashion for decades, began to be replaced by the tradi-
tional French oak, which takes longer to impart its flavour but doesn’t dominate the wine quite as much.  

 

What we’ve got today is a blend (pardon the pun) of the market-oriented modernism of the 1990s, a strong 
sense of traditionalism, especially among the older and higher-quality producers, and a relatively new landscape of vari-
etal experimentation and organic cultivation, all wrapped up in very high levels of capital investment which make for 
some of the best-equipped wineries in the world. Some producers still stick rigidly to the traditional age statements of 
Crianza, Reserva and Gran Reserva, producing reds almost exclusively from Tempranillo and reintroducing Malvasia and 
oak maturation to their whites. Some producers eschew the age statements, simply relying on the caché of the Rioja 
name, and some even eschew oak maturation, producing “Joven” wines to be drunk young. There is plenty of Rioja Ro-
sado produced as well, a good alternative to the wines of Provence, and the region even permits Cava production, 
though I can’t find a VK staff member who can remember (or will admit to) knowingly tasting a Riojan Cava. In this sense 
we are living in Rioja’s golden age, as we have more kinds of Rioja to choose from than any generation before us! 



 The Wines 

2015 Marqués de Murrieta Blanco Reserva “Capellania” 
Drawn from a single, low-yielding vineyard of Viura within the legendary Ygay 
estate, the grapes are gently pressed and fermented in temperature-
controlled stainless steel tanks, then matured for 15 months in new French 
oak. Quince, pear, dried apricot and almond with a creamy texture and a dis-
tinct salinity on the finish. This is new Rioja meets old, with very traditional 
maturation but using only stainless steel fermented Viura to ensure good 
freshness is retained throughout.  

 

2019 Luis Cañas Rioja Blanco 
Another example of old meets new, this is a blend of Viura with that old dog 
Malvasia, but fermented very cool to retain freshness and treated with no oak 
whatsoever. It’s a reflection of changing times in that this young vine Viura 
would have been sold off in bulk a few decades ago, but such is the interest in 
fresh white wines and indigenous varieties that this blend is very saleable 
now. The Viura gives good acidity, a little floral character and lots of nice ap-
ple, pear and a touch of white peach, while that 10% Malvasia gives hazelnut 
and a hint of honey.  

 

2013 Luis Cañas Rioja Tinto Reserva 
This Reserva pulls from every era of Rioja tradition. Only 5% Garnacha is 
blended into the Tempranillo, but fermentation takes place in stainless steel 
and the wine is matured for 18 months in a mixture of French and American 
oak barrels, only half of which are new. The resulting wine, held back for a few 
years at the winery, is very approachable on release but good for cellaring 
further. Mellow and fresh with very polished, well-integrated tannins, ripe red 
fruits are layered over a balsamic kick and a hint of liquorice on the finish.  

 

2019 Abel Mendoza “Jarrarte” Maceracion Carbonica Rioja Tinto 
Abel Mendoza is in many ways a traditionalist, planting as he did a large 
amount of Malvasia and the lesser black grape Graciano, except that he 
makes numerous distinctly untraditional single variety wines. And then there’s 
this, which in Riojan terms makes him a bit of a mad scientist, because like 
Beaujolais Nouveau it’s made using a process called Carbonic Maceration. In 
this case it turns powerful, savoury Tempranillo into a lively, fresh, youthful 
red with notes of sweet cherry, blueberry and violets.  

 

2015 Las Lindes de Remelluri “Viñedos de Labastida”  

Remelluri was founded by 14th century monks, surely the ideal foundation for 
any traditional winery. Even so, in recent years the estate has begun to move 
away from Rioja’s age statement system and bottle wines by area, showcasing 
the different growers who have supplied the estate, in some cases for genera-
tions. This particular wine is drawn from plots around the village of Labastida 
which sits at an altitude of 550m, giving the wine a great freshness which bal-
ances well with intense red fruits, liquorice and velvety tannins. The finish is 
persistent, with vanilla and coconut making an appearance. 

 

2017 Bodegas Ruiz de Vinaspre “Mañoso” Rioja Crianza 
Modern Crianza is a great style in and of itself, made up of fruit just kissed 

with the region’s characteristic oak influence, resulting in a fresh, approacha-

ble wine which is still recognisably Rioja. Cherry, bramble fruit and toasty va-

nilla are in perfect balance here in this offering from a relatively small produc-

er taking advantage of the particular clay-calcareous soils of Rioja Alavesa. 

Ruiz de Vinaspre share this small subregion with Luis Cañas, and there is un-

doubtedly a common freshness and aromatic quality to these wines - those of 

you who indulged in last month’s Limestone case should understand why! 

Wine Club Price:  

£92.50 
Retail Price: £125.94 

Shelf Discount: £107 


