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A sip of the Old World 
In northeast Spain, the ancient tempranillo 

grape continues to thrive 
 

 

ASTIDA, SPAIN — “My parents were hippies looking to get back to the land when 
they found this property. Nobody wanted any of this,” Amaia Rodriguez exclaimed 



as she swept her arm from the dramatic limestone-studded Sierra Cantabria 
mountains behind us, to the vast plain of Rioja Alta at our feet. 

“This was all cheap land at the time. People were leaving for the cities because no 
one could make a living on the land anymore.” 

We were standing in the walled garden of the very old and beautifully restored 
manor house of La Granja Nuestra Senora de Remelluri, outside of the tiny 
medieval Basque town of Bastida in the Rioja Alta wine region in northeastern 
Spain. We had come to the heart of tempranillo country to sample the food and 
wine of this great culture and perhaps gain insight into this ubiquitous Spanish 
grape variety. 

“You can just see the old monastery there, to the right of that rocky outcrop,” our 
dignified hostess and second-generation family owner said. “Yes, some people 
hike there,” Rodriguez continued in answer to a questioner. “It takes about four 
hours, and the climb is quite steep.” 

We shaded our eyes from the bright morning sun and squinted to bring the ruins 
of the 15th-century Monastery of Santa María de Toloño into view, but it was 
difficult to pick out the crumbling edifice among the limestone crags. Binoculars 
finally brought it into sharp focus. 

“The monks came down here every day for water and to farm this land. The 
vineyards are the same as in those times. Reclaimed and replanted, of course. We 
have tried to restore the property to the original boundary.” 

Climate for tempranillo 

Spain’s Rioja wine region is steeped in human history. It’s not unusual to find 
dolmens — ancient stone tombs — and other Paleolithic sites along the road as 
one drives the back roads from village to village, and fossils of dinosaurs are 
prevalent. And somehow that’s appropriate when the discussion turns to the 
thick-skinned purple grape that has become so tightly associated with this rough 
yet starkly beautiful countryside. 

Tempranillo derives its name from the Spanish word temprano, meaning early, as 
in early ripening. It is assumed that tempranillo grapes were first brought to Spain 
by the Phoenicians, the ancient Semitic sea-faring culture that originated 



somewhere near Tyre in today’s Lebanon. This would make it one of Western 
Europe’s — and the world’s — oldest grape varieties still widely in use. 

Today it is planted all over the wine-growing world, from Spain to California, and 
even Oregon’s Umpqua Valley where Earl and Hilda Jones put New World 
tempranillo on the map when they founded the now very successful Abacela 
Vineyards in 1995. 

But for most wine drinkers, tempranillo is most closely associated with the wines 
of Rioja and neighboring Ribera del Duero, where it achieves its highest expression 
in the wines of Pingus and Vega Sicilia, Spain’s most prestigious (and expensive) 
bottlings. But it is also the workhorse variety that powers everything from the 
cheapest table wines to the sublime, complex and age-worthy reds from such great 
producers as Lopez Heredia, Muga, La Rioja Alta and of course, Remelluri. 

Such a wide variation in style, usage and quality make generalizations perilous. 
But for the most part, tempranillo can be described as a thick-skinned red variety 
that offers a solid structural component, subtle aromatics but moderate acidity. 
And like any wine grape, it excels when farmed for low yields and suffers from 
generic malaise when over cropped. It prefers dry soils (especially those 
dominated by limestone), warm daytime temperatures in the middle of the 
growing season and cool nights. In other words, it finds the rugged hills of 
northern Spain ideal and the rolling tawny hills of the Umpqua Valley quite 
suitable. 

Consumer minefield 

The Rioja Alta area of the Rioja wine region is beautifully situated in the rain 
shadow at the base of the Sierra Cantabria mountain range. Nights are cool and the 
daytime temperatures soar in summer creating the wide diurnal shifts that the 
tempranillo grape favors. It’s no surprise that aged and gnarled vines pepper every 
available hillside here and stretch as far as the eye can see. 

“There are 60,000 hectares of vines in Rioja,” explains Rodriguez. This is an 
astonishing concentration of vines, which explains the vast sea of Rioja wines in 
the market, both in the United States and Western Europe. Unfortunately, this 
makes the Rioja category somewhat of a minefield for the consumer, who must 
wade through both modern and old-school producers, not to mention various 
vintages and barrel regimens, to find a wine that suits their taste. Unfortunately, 
the vast majority of Rioja produced is destined for the mass market. 



And not surprisingly, the producers who concentrate on mass production and 
wide distribution offer wines that are at best serviceable, at the worst execrable; 
while the premium examples from the top tier producers can be inspiring. 

And then, of course, there exists the division between New World producers like 
Abacela, who view tempranillo as a stand-alone varietal, and those old-school, 
French-inspired producers like the great traditional producer Lopez Heredia, for 
whom tempranillo is an analog for cabernet sauvignon; a bold principal pillar 
around which to build the ideal blend. 

This latter approach is rooted in the earliest history of commercial winemaking in 
Rioja, which was influenced heavily by the French who fled south after the 19th 
century phylloxera outbreak destroyed the wine trade in Bordeaux. Some consider 
this to have led to a form of cultural imperialism, the negative impacts of which 
still are felt today. But that’s a complex and involved discussion for another day. 

Both Remelluri and Abacela it seems — in their own fashion and from two 
different continents — continue to advance the quality and understanding of this 
ancient grape variety today. 

Restoring tempranillo 

The goal of Remelluri (a Basque name incidentally — for Rioja is primarily Basque 
country) is to restore the original, integrated agricultural identity to this particular 
piece of Rioja that has provided shelter and sustenance to so many residents down 
through the centuries. Of course communicating that sense of place through their 
tempranillo-based wines is central to that mission. 

Our hostess, Rodriguez, led us to the terrace where recent vintages were laid out 
for tasting. 

“It took us until 2005 to become certified — it’s not easy to be organic when none 
of your neighbors believe in it. Then again, everyone thought our parents were 
crazy to buy this place and make quality wine to begin with.” 

Emphatic evidence that the parents were not crazy emanated from the glasses set 
before us. 

Down the hill from the estate, on the way to the gate lies an ancient necropolis — 
an archaeological gem that would be gated and guarded just about anywhere else. 



Rodriguez made sure we didn’t miss it on the way out. “It’s on the right before you 
reach the gate. We have only allowed the archaeologists to excavate a small part 
for study. They have dated it to the 10th century.” 

The day was still and warm, and the buzz of cicadas rose and fell as we stood with 
the necropolis stretched before us; the many dark depressions in the stone carved 
in the crude shape of a human form — some the size of a child. Beyond stood the 
farm and vineyards and, crowning all, rose the mountain with the tiny ruins of the 
crumbling monastery barely discernible. A more perfect tableau for the world’s 
oldest wine grape can hardly be imagined. 

 


