A visit to the Wine districts of Portugal

On the back of last month’s article on my “new friend” Cliff Richard and his wine Vida Nova I suddenly thought that the wines from Portugal might be an excellent point to start this column.

What do we know about Portuguese wines?

Asked to name three wines from Portugal would probably leave most of you floundering! Ok then I guess you might name the perennial Mateus Rose (many a pregnancy, many a lampshade!) and anything with the name Port on it, but what about the rest?

Like Italy, grapes are grown from the North of Portugal to the South, each district producing distinctive wine that suits the chosen grapes in the many different soils and climates.

On a recent sojourn to Portugal, in four days I covered five wine regions each one producing distinctive and characteristic wines with individuality and variation.

So as an opener I will attempt to describe for you (in a few short words) on how I see both the ancient and modern wines from this most “undiscovered” and eclectic wine country.

Flying into the fine city of Lisbon we headed east to the district of Alentejo which boasts making an astonishing 30% of the country’s quality wines. The eight sub-regions each sport a different soil type ranging from granite to red calcareous. The climate is probably nearer to Continental with splashes of Mediterranean, offering a great opportunity for a variation of styles. 

Red wines are king here with a fantastic range of wines, some made to be consumed young and others seem to relish a couple of years in bottle allowing complexity and power. 

Grapes to look out for are Tricadeira, Periquita and Aragonez; these comprise juiciness, spice and backbone. Wonderful rich flavours predominate with a dollop of spicy tannins make wines from Alentejo very, very moreish. Wine maker to investigate, Joao Portugal Ramos.

Next to the neighbouring region of Ribatejo showing a variation of reds, whites and roses. Here the whites offer an aromatic style made from pretty grapes such as Fernao Pires, Alvarinho and Arinto. Ribatejo is situated near to the river Tagus where the soils can be sandy. This I am sure is one of the reasons that these terrific whites flourish as the more temperate climate favours the lighter grape. The reds are not forgotten though with varieties such as Touriga National, Touriga Franca and Tricadeira are often blended with international varietals like Cabernet Sauvignon or Merlot. This according to one of the regions great characters, winemaker Jose Neiva, might be the way forward. Once the consumer “braves” Portuguese wines made with grapes he or she recognises the next step will be to try some of the indigenous varietals that show Portugal’s individuality. I agree.

North again this time to two districts, the first Bairrada which is the home of the notoriously tetchy grape (and wine) by the name of Baga. This often blackberry scented red is a perfect match with crackling topped roast Pork, its searing acidity piercing through the natural fat of the Pork. In the hands of the legendary Luis Pato these ultra-individual wines can be very, very good indeed and worth searching for. The Easterly neighbour of Dao has in the past been a source of inexpensive table wine for the restaurant industry. Nowadays it might just be the “hottest region” to produce wines of distinction and power. We visited Dao Sul, where we tasted a most wonderful Encruzado. This is an acidic white wine that had been allowed to finish its fermentation in new French Oak barriques, ensuring a sprightly spice and a prolonged pear drop flavour making it a perfect match with grilled oily fish like the brilliant Sardines we devoured for lunch.

Great reds are also being produced here from Touriga National, Jaen and Tinta Roriz but seem somewhat difficult to find at the usual outlets.

North again to the fabled Douro region named after the mighty river that traverses this beautiful mountainous region. Yep this is the home of Port that fortified elixir made from broody sweet, dark indigenous grapes that are helped on their way with a giant slug of Brandy enabling the sweet fruit to age gracefully in oak barrels or bottle. But its not Port I wish to write about today as I will devote a column to it in future months. Instead I will try and convince you that the red table wines of this fantastic region can be and are often absolutely sublime. Made with some of the same grapes that make Port they take on a unique and mysterious stance in the world of wine. Take the grapes Touriga National or Tinta Roriz; hard to pronounce maybe but when picked bursting with natural Autumn sugar then carefully crafted into (often) barrel-aged wine can rival anything that is thrown at them. They are simply stunning wines full of ripe black fruit often showing an inimitable violet scent overlaid with subtle oak. Sounds too good to be true doesn’t it!  These sumptuous red wines from the Douro might just be your new favourite wines, so why not take the plunge and search them out next time you are arranging a supper party. Try with our fabulous Devon Game dishes for a perfect match.

So what’s keeping you? Go forth and discover the eclectic and truly delicious wines and cheer the winter up!

Separate Box

Big Taste Bin Ends

Quinta da Leda Touriga National 1997 – Douro. £10.93 

Brian Coad Wines 01752 334970 – As lovely as it gets, aged perfectly for a mature style.

Chamine, Cortes de Cima 2000 – Alentejo. £6.99 – Oddbins

Delicious ripe fruit from a trio of grapes, serve cool in a very large glass.

Vinha Barrio 1998 – Luis Pato – Bairrada – 1998 - £19.68

Laymont and Shaw - 01872 270545 – From the specialist Westcountry Winemerchant comes this utterly magnificent red showing denseness and massive concentration of fruit.

Quinta de Alorna 1999 – Ribatejo £6.99

Charles Steevenson Wines – 01822 616272 – Wonderful value, wonderful taste from the Castelao grape (aka Periquita.) Dusty spice and ripe fruit predominate. 
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