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 !e Ribera del Duero region in Spain may not immediately sound familiar to many wine connoisseurs, but it is an upcoming wine producing area worth seeking out as subsidies from the European Union nd money from private investors propel the area forward 

on toRiberadel Duero
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WITH THE FINANCIAL CRISIS LOOMING THROUGHOUT 
Europe, wineries in the Ribera del Duero seized the opportunity 
swiftly to produce high quality wines that deliver good value 
for money. So much so that there is no concern about its bright 
prospects in the future. 
 Thus far, the wines from Ribera del Duero have been mostly 
appreciated by its domestic market. But their fame is on the rise 
abroad, no less because it is the motherland of the world-known 
Vega Sicilia winery.
 Ribera del Duero is geographically part of the Castilla y Leon 
autonomous community in the north of Spain. For that reason, the 
wines from Ribera could be sometimes found under this regional 
designation. Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Malbec, Tempranillo and 
Garnacha are the dominant grapes grown in the region. However, it 
is the Tempranillo, which reigns here. It is locally known as Tinta del 
Pais or Tinto Fino and is usually recognised as producing savoury 
and not intensely coloured wines. For this reason using oak barrels 
(known as barricas) for ageing plays an important role in mellowing 
the taste profile of often rustic Tempranillo. The oak also gives 
complexity. The major drawback of long oak ageing though is a loss 
of fruit flavours in these wines. Therefore, a wine drinker needs 
to know whether it is the complexity or distinct fruit that is more 
appealing to him. In the latter case, one would select Vino Joven 
(‘Young Wine’).
 The climate here is harsh, with very hot summers preceeding 
chilly winters. Considerably high differences between hot days and 
cool night temperatures during the growing season are responsible 
for the accumulation of intense aromas and phenolic compounds in 
the grapes. A poor soil structure leads to a deep root system usually 
welcomed by wine makers as the struggle for nutrients 
yields complex fruits. 
 There are five types of wines produced 
in the region. A recent world-wide revival 
of rosé has made its footprint in Spain as 
well, so today more and more Ribera’s 
wineries add rosé into their otherwise 
red-dominated repertoire. The rosés 
can be found here too in Asia at some 
tapas bars. Vino Joven is the major 
product of many wineries in terms 
of volume. It is more fresh and fruity 

than Crianza yet deeper than rosé. Usually, it is also the cheapest wine 
in the winery’s range as it can be aged less than 12 months in either a 
cask or a bottle.
 Crianza tends to be the most popular style for local drinkers. 
It is affordable and interesting enough to become a regular wine on 
a family’s table. This wine is aged for a minimum 12 months in oak. 
Stepping up a level in terms of strength is Reserva, which is aged 
between cask and bottle but has to spend at least 12 months in 
the cask and then in the bottle. Gran Reserva is produced by some 
wineries who feel that the grapes are better than anything else and 
will surely benefit from a lengthy ageing. It is aged in oak casks for at 
least two years and later for three years in a bottle. The resulting wine 
will gain complexity, toasted and gamey character and some spices 
from the wood.
 This sophisticated ageing system is costly for wineries. As in 
Rioja, Ribera’s neighbour, in order to classify a wine with a certain 
label, one must adhere to the Denominacion de Origen (DO) rules. 
The length of ageing is one of the most crucial factors for a winery 
in Spain to be considered if one wants to sell his wine as Crianza, 
Reserva or Grand Reserva. Moreover, if a winery wants to mark its 
wines as Ribera del Duero DO, then the wine must pass a blind tasting 
conducted by a panel of specialists selected by the Regulation Council. 
The producers do not need to state the grape variety on the label, 
which is confusing for some consumers.
 Speaking to a wine merchant at the World of Wines in Singapore, 

this factor is the stumbling block preventing more local 
wine drinkers from approaching Tempranillo. 
Singaporeans are familiar with Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Syrah and Pinot Noir, but many 
do not know much about Tempranillo, 
which has to assume a minimum of 75 
per cent in the wine with DO designation 
Ribera del Duero.
 Despite this obstacle an interest in 
Spanish wines is increasing in Singapore. 
One of the catalysts of the rising curiosity 



is perhaps the influx of tapas bars in recent years offering Spanish 
wines by the glass. Trying a glass of something new is often the best 
way to explore less familiar wines. Food connoisseurs indulging in 
one of the newly established fine dining restaurants such as Santi can 
come across Spanish wines on their extensive wine lists. These include 
gems like Vega Sicilia as well as lesser known and less pricey wines 
from across the Iberian peninsula. 
 The fame-enveloped Vega Sicilia is a staple of many haute dining 
restaurants not necessarily of Spanish origin. Guy Savoy’s perfectly 
executed French gourmet establishment in Singapore is a case in 
point. Vega Sicilia, though, comes with a high price tag, therefore for 
many diners the already high bill for the outstanding food experience 
can double or triple, when ordering an expensive wine.
 The meticulous wine making approach at Vega Sicilia, including 
extremely low harvest yields and a very long ageing period, results in 
a wine that is complex with an ability to mature perfectly. The ageing 
leads to a wooden perfume on the nose as well as on the palate. 
The winery’s founder Don Eloy Lacanda y Chaves planted Bordeaux’ 
varieties such as Cabernet Sauvignon over 150 years ago and to these 
days approximately 20 percent of Cabernet is blended with the local 
Tempranillo in the winery’s highly desirable wines. The estate’s Gran 
Reserva is called Unico (‘Unique’) produced only in the best years 
from the oldest vines available. Such a treasure costs quite a fortune, 
in some exceptional years surpassing even top ranking Bordeaux 
wines. No wonder as it is released at least after 10 years, in some 
cases as long as 15, of ageing at the winery.
 However, there are many other, and more affordable wines that 
worth noting in Ribera del Duero. Abadia Retuerta is one of them. 
Its Tempranillo-based Pago Negralada 2006, for example, caught 
renowned critic Robert Parker’s palate and he rated it as 96 points. 
In Parker’s ratings, a wine above 95 is “an extraordinary wine of 
profound and complex character displaying all the attributes expected 
of a classic wine of its variety. Wines of this caliber are worth a 
special effort to find, purchase, and consume.” The winery is located 
in a 17th century abbey and the vineyard a stone’s throw from the 
highly secured Bodega (Winery) Vega Sicilia. The abbey also houses 
a luxurious hotel, which has just opened its doors for travellers this 

fall. The highlight though 
is a gourmet restaurant 
set in an astonishing 
vaulted room ensuring a 
unique dining experience. 
A wine connoisseur will 
surely be humbled by 
the restaurant’s wine list 
containing an exquisite 
selection of Spanish wines. 
The winery does not rest 
on its laurels. Celebrated as one of the 
most advanced wineries in Europe owing to a recent 
immense investment, the process of wine making is a paen to a 
modern science here. Gravity wine making, a patented extraction 
system̶technology in harmony with nature. Using new French oak 
barrels instead of vanilla-scented American oak keeps the fruit fresh 
and does not hinder it as in the latter case. Pago Negralada is a 100 
per cent Tempranillo with aromas of strawberry, liquorice, herbs and 
nice mineral tones enhanced by smooth tannins. Their lower-profile 
Selleccion Especial is much cheaper, but not disappointing at all. It is a 
blend of Tempranillo, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. Cabernet adds 
elegance and Merlot rounds the intense tones of Tempranillo. Abadia 
Retuerta is an example of a winery producing wines only from their 
own grapes. 
 In Ribera del Duero there are plenty of other wineries producing 
wines from grapes bought from various estates. These wines tend 
to be cheaper yet offer a stable quality over years. One of them is 
the ultra modern Bodegas Protos located in the heart of Ribera del 
Duero’s wine region̶in the town Peñafiel. It was here, where the 
DO Ribera del Duero was born in 1982. The region’s winemaking 
history is more than 2,000 years old, but it was in the 1980s when 
local producers came together to pursue the quest for quality. 
Bodegas Protos lies just below the castle in Peñafiel and it was the 
winery’s initial name that gave the designation to the entire region. 
Their “Roble” which is basically the Vino Joven is very popular in 
Spain. Bodegas Protos Crianza and Reserva became hits abroad 
perhaps for their higher complexity. The consistency of vintages is 
ensured by a recently built modern winery. Since the 2008 vintage 
all the wines have been made there. Designed by renowned British 
architect Richard Rogers̶whose portfolio includes Madrid’s Airport 
terminal and Centre Pompidou in Paris to name a few̶the winery is 
an astute example of his genius in modern functionalism. The wines 
created and stored there are the mirror of the modern winemaking in 
cooperation with functional architecture. WD

TOP PICKS

WINERIES IN RIBERA DEL DUERO

ABADIA RETUERTA PAGO NERGRALADA 2006 
Pago Negralada is a 100 per cent Tempranillo with aromas of 
strawberry, liquorice, herbs and nice mineral tones enhanced by 
smooth tannins. It has an intensely deep dark cherry colour.
$196 from Grand Vin, 18 Boon Lay Way # 08-139 TradeHub 21, 
Tel: 6465-3081

ABADIA RETUERTA SELLECION ESPECIAL 2007 
Dark cherry colour and complex nose are good signs of its 
quality. On the nose as well as palette complex flavours of 
eucalyptus, cedar, co!ee and caramel come through after a soft 
start. "e finish is long lasting.

BODEGAS PROTOS CRIANZA 2007 
Deep cherry colour with purple tones. Aroma of ripe plum 
and hint of mulberry with toasty notes from the oak typical for 
Protos. "e tannins are very fine so it is pleasant to 
drink on its own.
$87 from Booze @ Republic Plaza, 9 Ra#es Place, #01-11, 
Tel: 6532 6700

ABADÍA RETUERTA
Carretera Nacional 122, km. 332,5
47340 Sardón de Duero
Valladolid, Spain
Tel: (34) 983-680 314

BODEGAS PROTOS
Carretera Bodegas Protos, 24-28.
E-47300 Peñafiel 
Valladolid, Spain 
Tel. (34) 659-843 463 
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