Back in 1807, Simon de Roxas
Clemente (1777-1827), Spain’s most
illustrious wine historian, described
116 grape varieties in Andalusia
alone—a rich heritage of red and
white, aromatic and native grapes.
Back when the dreaded phylloxera
arrived (in 1878 in Malaga, from
where it spread to the other
Andalusian provinces), the Andalusian
wines that were in demand the world
over were the different types of
fortified wine, made from white
grapes. Obviously, growers did
everything they could to save these
precious vines. This meant the red
ones were often neglected or, at most,
were only grown in small pockets for
local consumption. Two hundred years
after that historical compilation, each
of the eight Andalusian provinces is
seeing a proliferation of red wines,
many of them of excellent quality. The
good thing about the disaster was that
it left growers free to choose the
variety that best suited their land, their
microclimate and, above all, their
tastes.

The quest for new red wines in
Andalusia began about 30 years ago.
Today, every possible red variety is
grown here, from all sorts of origins:
Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon and
Franc, Malbec, Petit Verdot from
Bordeaux together with Pinot Noir and
the favorite Syrah from Bourgogne,
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alongside Portuguese, German,
Austrian, Italian and, of course,
Spanish varieties. And some
winemakers have been making
admirable efforts to recover almost-
forgotten native varieties: Tintilla de
Rota, Jaén Tinta and Romé Tinta.

High-flying vines

The key to making red wines in
Andalusia, where it is not unusual for
summer temperatures to reach 40°C
(104°F) in the shade, is to protect the
vines from the ravages of the heat. As a
result, growers have sought out high
lands where there are cooling breezes
and the soils are acid and balanced.
But this has led them to rugged terrain
and steep slopes in areas such as the
Alpujarras (Granada/Almeria), the
mountainous parts to the north of
Seville and the Ronda mountains
(Malaga), which are gradually being
planted again with vines. And most of
these vines are red varieties.

Manuel Valenzuela was the first to

establish vineyards at such heights, in
a district called Costa-Albondon.
Growers had previously been reluctant
to go so high, resigning themselves to
making rough, cloudy wines. He tells
us his small vineyard called Cerro de
las Monjas is at an altitude of almost
1,400 m (4,593 ft), one of the highest
in Continental Europe. His home and
winery, Cortijo Barranco Oscuro, is in
Cadiar, Sierra de la Contraviesa, in the
midst of the Alpujarras. He set out as a
winemaker, some would say at great
risk, using organic methods. He tried
out varieties that were reminiscent of
times past, such as the rare white
Vijariego, which only exists in Granada
and the Canary Islands. But he also
tried his hand at some of the French
and Italian stocks that are famous on
the international wine-growing scene.
His most representative wine is named
after its altitude: Barranco Oscuro
1368. It is made from Garnacha,
Cabernet (both Sauvignon and Franc),
Merlot and Tempranillo. He also
makes a Pinot Noir called Borgonion.
At this altitude, the grapes develop a
surprising elegance and great
personality.






