wind

ut on the fringes of Patagonia’s
O irrigated zone, the sage green

colour of drought-resistant scrub
is punctuated by the burnt brown grasses
of summer’s end and the white trunks of
ghost gums. Closer to the road, espaliered
apple trees mass in tidy ranks, protected
from the 100-mile-an-hour winds that
regularly sweep across the Patagonian
plain by cordons of poplar trees. Orchards
like this drive the region’s economy, with
much of its fruit being shipped overseas.
Those cherries you had last Christmas
were probably picked from a tree whose
roots dig deep into Patagonian soil.

But these days Patagonia’s fruit crop

is expanding beyond apples and cherries
and into grapes as winemakers (and
winery owners) have begun to get very
excited about its potential as a viticultural
area. Over the past decade, there’s been
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some major investment in both vineyards
and wineries — and it's now beginning to
bear fruit, as our group of UK sommeliers
visiting the region discovered.

As a winemaking area, Patagonia is
divided into two zones, Neugquén and Rio
Negro, which both lie along the region’s

There’s clearly a lot

of confidence in the

region’s potential

northern border, butting up to the
provinces of Mendoza and La Pampa. To
the south lies an ocean of pampas grass,
then come the ice floes, the penguins and,
eventually, Antarctica. Thanks to the cool

winds that bluster up from the Southern
Ocean, Patagonia has the potential to
grow grapes of very high quality indeed.

Of the two regions, Rio Negro has the
longest viticultural history: immigrants
to the region have been tending vineyards
for at least a century. The oldest winery,
Humberto Canale, celebrates its 100th
birthday this year. But while most of the
region’s producers are aiming at the mass
market, it's the top-end boutique
wineries that are generating
the most excitement. Our guide
around Patagonia, Hans Vinding-Diers,
the winemaker at both Bodega Noemia
(a Malbec specialist) and Bodega Chacra
(whose focus is Pinot Noir), had consulted
in the region for a number of years and
could see the potential in its terroir.

‘The soils, which are alluvial with
a calcareous bedrock, were deposited
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Patagonia for
the on-trade

JAMES FORBES,

WINES OF ARGENTINA

‘From an on-trade point of view it has
always struck me that the wines of
Patagonia are exceptionally well suited.
Leaving aside grape varieties and styles
(of which there are many), all of the wines
are characterised by profound minerality,
juicy natural acidity and clear pure fruit.
This gives them great versatility both by
the glass or as matches for a wide range of
dishes. Pinot Noir and Malbec are the stars
here and the pricing is sharp too! If you
don't believe me try them for yourself at
our Annual Trade Tasting at Lord’s

on 15 September.’

by glaciers during the last ice age, he
explains. ‘They're very poor soils that are
appropriate for making fine wines rather
than big, fat wines.

The other attraction of the area, for
Vinding-Diers, was the climate. ‘The
humidity is, at most, 40%, so there's no
vine disease, and the region has a high
degree of thermal amplitude, with big
temperature swings between day and
night,’ he explains. ‘What's more, we get
incredibly pure water from the Andes.

While soils vary across Patagonia
(although there’s a consistent stoniness,
the result of alluvial deposits), the
relatively cool temperatures and large
diurnal swings, along with low rainfall
levels, are consistent across the region.
These promising conditions are the key
reason that Neuquén has seen the birth
of seven new wineries over the past

argentina patagonia

What the
sommeliers
thought

KELVIN MCCABE,
ROKA
‘Patagonia’s
doing really
well, especially
considering it was a
desert to begin. For
me, the best wines from the region —
which came from Noemia and Chacra
— were exceptional. The Noemia
wines, in particular, showed a
real expressive minerality.

JADE KOCH, TATE
CATERING
‘| think there’s the
potential to make
top-end restaurant
wines in Patagonia,
but they need to
learn how to make the best of their
terroir and I'm not sure everyone has
done that yet. Though we did see
some expressive, almost delicate,
wines with great minerality.

decade. Seven new wineries might not
sound like a lot, but given the scale of
investment at each — and the fact that
there were no wineries in the region
beforehand — there’s clearly a lot of
confidence in the region’s potential.

The pioneering wineries in Patagonia,
such as Familia Schroeder, Valle Perdido,
Universo Austral, Bodega Fin del
Mundo and NQN, have planted a broad
portfolio of varieties that range from
Sauvignon Blanc to Viognier, and Pinot
Noir to Petit Verdot. In an atmosphere of
experimentation and discovery, Malbec
is already proving its worth and most
producers seem very excited about the
long term prospects for Pinot Noir. And
as our sommeliers on the trip agreed, in
the case of Neuquén, it's journey from
barren desert to fine wine producer will
be one well worth watching. #
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