Regional profile

ltata

Home to some of the world’s oldest vines, Itata is Chile with a
difference, thanks to producers embracing lighter, more elegant
wines. Alistair Cooper travelled to this cradle of viniculture to

discover why it’s a region that needs to be safeguarded

WE ARE DRIVING up a steep, dusty road,
flanked by gnarled old bush vines, amid rolling
hills and pine plantations. My guide for the
day, consultant winemaker Demy Olmos Soto,
points to the distance, and casually announces:
‘We found a plot of 150-year-old Cabernet
vines over there the other day — nestled among
some beautiful old Malbec and Cinsault.’

We pull over to have a look at some Pais
vines. These, I am told, are closer to 250 years
old, dry-farmed and planted on soils that have
never seen any chemical additions. Yet still
they provide very healthy yields.

This is the Itata Valley, 500km south of
Chile’s capital, Santiago, and heralded by some
as ‘the new Chile’ thanks to a handful of
producers who, in recent years, have
recognised and embraced the region’s raw
attributes to craft elegant, light and refreshing
wines. A far cry from Chile’s often fruit-driven,
full-bodied and riper styles. But to call the
region ‘new’ is a misnomer: Itata lays claim to
being the cradle of Chilean viniculture.

The first grapes to arrive in Itata were Pais
and Muscat of Alexandria, from the Canary
Islands via Peru, in 1551. These grapes
continue to dominate the region. Throughout
its long history, Itata’s fortunes have swung
considerably. In 1860 it was the epicentre of
Chile’s wine industry, responsible for 80% of
total production. However, a revolution in the
Central Valley saw the introduction of French
varieties — including Cabernet Sauvignon,
Merlot and Chardonnay —and the founding of
Bordeaux-style estates under illustrious,
wealthy families such as Errazuriz, Cousino

and Undurraga. This heralded the birth of the
modern Chilean wine industry, featuring
trellised canopies, irrigation systems and
increased mechanisation —a movement into
which Itata was never integrated. Instead it
became increasingly marginalised from the
central powerhouse and denigrated by the
new guard, due to its unfashionable varietal
mix and antiquated practices. Ironically, it is
precisely these characteristics that have
sparked a revival in Itata’s fortunes.

Cool character

‘We were attracted here by the natural
conditions: old dry-farmed bush vines,
heritage varieties and ideal climatic
conditions, explains Sebastian De Martino of
the eponymous based winery in Maipo.
‘Disease pressure here is low, and the soils are
largely organic and still ploughed by horse.’

This respect for local heritage is important
for De Martino. It released its first wine from
Itata in 2011 from bought-in grapes, and has
since purchased a 19.5-hectare property. It has
also resurrected the region’s traditional use of
tinajas — clay amphorae used to ferment and
store the wine.

While Pais and Muscat dominate Itata,
Cinsault has found a spiritual home in
Guarilihue —just 20km from the coast in the
Secano Interior region. Introduced after the
devastating 1939 earthquake of Chillan, it is
known locally as cargadora, or ‘loaded one’,
due to its high-yielding capacity. Here Pais can
struggle to ripen in the cooler conditions,

allowing Cinsault to take centre stage. >

Itata at
a glance

Area under vine
9,568ha, comprising
5,154hared grapes
and 4,414ha white
Soils
Coastal sectors have
deep granite soils
rich with iron and
quartz. Inland
sectors have alluvial
sand and clay with
volcanic deposits
Main grapes
Red: Pais, Cinsault,
Pinot Noir, Cabernet
Sauvignon. White:
Muscat, Chardonnay,
Sauvignon Blanc,
Corinto (Chasselas)
Growers
About 6,000
Producers
51
Top recent vintages
2015, 2014, 2012
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Above: De Martino’s
vineyards in Guarilihue
‘the Morgon of Itata’,
where Cinsault thrives
in coo_lér conditions just

- 20km fromthe coast " -




ITATA

‘Itata is a far cry from
Chile’s often fruit-forward,
Jull-bodied and riper
styles of wine’

‘The cooling coastal influence is a huge factor
here’, says Leonardo Erazo of Rogue Vine. ‘The
diurnal temperature difference allows for slow
ripening and acid retention in the wines.’ De
Martino adds: ‘We call Guarilihue “the Morgon
of Itata” — it really is a very special place.

Terroir specialist and Itata enthusiast Pedro
Parra explains the parallel with the famous
Beaujolais cru: ‘It’s all about the granite.
Deeply weathered Paleozoic granite soils with
a high concentration of quartz. The soils
encourage deep rooting —you can taste the
influence of the granite in the wines, it gives
that crunchy bite on the front of the palate, a
character I get from other top regions with
granite soils, such as Bierzo and Beaujolais.’

As we stroll through the steep-sloped
vineyard tasting Erazo’s Rogue Vine Cinsault,
it all makes sense. The wine has incredible
tension and freshness, a saline, mineral
character laden with liquorice and red fruits,
backed by delicate tannins and a revitalising
acid core. And less than 13% alcohol.

In addition to De Martino and Rogue Vine,
Guarilihue is home to some of Itata’s most
exciting producers such as Trifulca, Vifia de
Neira and Zaranda. >

Above: Felipe
Neira of Vifia de
Neira disgorging
asparkling
Cinsault - one of
a handful of ltata
winemakers
focusing on fizz

Six producers to watch

De Martino
In 2010, De Martino’s respected
winemaker Marcelo Retamal started

Lapierre, the natural wine guru from
Beaujolais. Luyt makes wines in both
Maule and Itata, and has led the revival

investigating Itata. This coincided with a
concerted stylistic shift towards lighter,
fresher, less extracted wines. The
Viejas Tinajas range features a
stunning skin-contact Muscat (see
p72) and vibrant, refreshing and
earthy Cinsault. The Gallardia range
includes a pale Provencal-esque
rosé, and a superb field blend of
Muscat and Corinto (Chasselas)
from De Martino’s 19.5ha
property in Guarilihue.

Louis-Antoine Luyt
French national Luytisa
protégé of the late Marcel

of the fortunes of Pais. As well as making
his own wines in Itata, such as the
fantastic Pipefio, Coelemu Pais 2014
(pictured left), Luytis also
winemaker at Rudolf Ruesch’s Vina
Chillan, where the Naturista Pinot
Noir 2015 stands out.

Pandolfi Price
Planted in 1992 by local
viticultural guru Ricardo
Merino, the estate was bought
in 2002 by the Pandolfi-Price
family. They started making
their own wines in 2008, in
conjunction with young

R o e g e

winemaker Francois Massoc, currently
producing two Chardonnays: Lark(n, an
unoaked, pure style that sees no
malolactic fermentation; and Los
Patricios, barrel-fermented and
arguably Chile’s finest Chardonnay (see
p72). They have since planted Pinot Noir,
Syrah, Riesling and Sauvignon Blanc -
so watch this space.

Rogue Vine

Founded in 2008 by Leonardo Erazo
(also winemaker at Altos Las Hormigas
in Mendoza, Argentina), joined by
business partner Justin Decker in 2011.
Rogue Vine currently produces 1,500
bottles using custom-made concrete
tanks. Erazo spent years working and
studying viticulture in South Africa’s >
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Bright ideas
Itata’s annual rainfall averages 1,000mm, (
more than double that of Casablanca and e ,"i
Maipo, which see only 450mm a year. Of the ]
vineyard area here, 74% is dry-farmed, and Pacific

there is access to water from the rivers in the Cegan _ ;
eastern area of Nuble. Given the drought g 2 t\.xm. ITATA <
conditions that already threaten the regions ( nnm_ma‘:...\”.wmmm»% VALLEY \
further north, this places Itata at a distinct Ju m:ml_mﬁ_% . e e o g b
advantage when it comes to coping with : ,qo;_ﬁ‘.frk.% s /e s e
predicted climate change. Average heat .
summation is around 1,200 degree days, AN )
compared with Maipo’s 1,700 days, resulting UL
in a cooler, temperate climate. It came as no

surprise when forward-thinking Miguel Torres

bought a 230ha estate in Itata in 2014, with _” *

eyes firmly on the future. / {

Pandolfi Price, located in the eastern part : \
of Itata, has shown that it can compete with
the very best Chardonnays. Here, on the flatter
volcanic plains, talented winemaker Frangois & %,.
Massoc has crafted one of Chile’s finest %f% \
examples, Los Patricios. Other innovations to T ‘o ._mwmw_mm
keep an eye on include Terroir Sonoro’s pan
experiments with music, and an exciting v
emerging category of sparkling wines, such as
Lucia Torres’ superb Brutall Muscat and Vifia
de Neira’s delightfully refreshing sparkling
Cinsault. A host of familiar names including
Chilcas, Montes, San Pedro and Torres have all
released wines from Itata over recent years.
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large, established wineries of the north as a
source of cheap blending grapes. There are
about 6,000 growers in Itata, and only a
handful of powerful purchasing companies,
which has created an oligopsony. This has
seen growers receive as little as £0.05 per kilo

Map: Maggie Nelson

Economic pressure

Sadly though, despite the recent revival, all is
not well in Itata. Since the turn of the century,
the region has been plundered by some of the

for their grapes — considerably below cost price.
The threat posed by the region’s burgeoning
commercial forestry industry, heavily subsidised
since Pinochet’s regime, is also a concern. >

Six producers to watch (continued)

Swartland region, an experience that
has clearly influenced him and his love of
old, dry-farmed bush vines. As well as
Cinsault and Moscatel, the excellent

El Insolente Carignan, Macho Anciano
Malbec and Super Itata Semillon (see
p72) deserve special mention.

Trifulca

A project with three founding partners:
local grower Cristian Lagos, viticulturist
Claudio Verdugo and winemaker
Bernardo Troncoso (also winemaker at
Montes). The first release was 2014 and
they currently produce only one wine,
from 80-year-old Cinsault vines in
Guarilihue Alto on Lagos’ estate. 1,500
bottles produced annually, and certainly
one to watch with interest (see p72).

R

Vinas Inéditas

Winemaker and musician Juan Ledesma
is quite a character, and this really shines
through in this innovative and inspiring
project. The Terroir Sonoro range
investigates the effects of music and
vibrations on the organoleptic structure
of wine. Ledesma and his band record
music, which is then piped directly into
the barrels and played on a constant
loop. Wines of note include: El Apellinao,
a Pais aged in native Chilean rauli wood;
El Impostor, a delicate sparkling Cinsault;
and Tinto Nitanto, a lightly macerated,
multi-vintage, multi-varietal red blend
(seep’2).

Right: Juan Ledesma of Viiias Inéditas
with a selection of his innovative wines
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ITATA

Itata’s landscape is-dominated by pine and
eucalyptus plantations that have replaced
native forests and vineyards. These guzzle
water, lower the pH of the soil and contribute
to erosion. Given the diminishing economic
returns, many growers have been forced to
uproot and replant with pine trees.

This reality becomes quite clear while
driving with Juan José Ledesma of Vifias
Inéditas, as he points out a new plantation.

‘Over there, he says, ‘was a wonderful parcel
of old-vine Pais — possibly the best in Chile.
Now it’s gone for good.’

Itata is today producing some of Chile’s
freshest, most exciting and authentic wines. It
is also facing threats that need addressing
urgently in order to protect and safeguard its
unique heritage and identity, thus continuing
its renaissance, and fulfilling the potential it
so clearly shows. [

Alistair Cooper worked
Jor wineries in Chile
and Argentina before
moving back to the UK.
He is a buyer for 1855
Oxford Wine Bar and is
currently writing his
Master of Wine
research paper

Lucia Torres, Itata Profundo, Brutall
Espumante NV 92

N/A UK alcalde@mranquil.cl

Part of a fascinating sparkling project,
Itata Profundo. This is a stunning
sparkler, all about purity and precision.
Delicately fine bubbles and aromas of
rose petals and tangerine juice.
Deliciously revitalising and refreshing.
Drink 2016-2018 Alcohol 12%

Viia de Neira, Bandido Neira,
Cinsault Espumante Brut, Coelemu
201490

N/A UK www.vinosdeneira.cl

Sparkling reds such as thisare such a
joy. Traditional method, light and
delicate mousse, dry with soft mulberry
and cranberry flavours. Gentle, well
integrated bubbles and lively acidity.
A perfect fizz for charcuterie.

Drink 2016-2018 Alc 12%

Pandolfi Price, Los Patricios
Chardonnay 2013 95
£18.95-£19.50 Berry Bros &
Rudd, Stone Vine & Sun

Very serious barrel-
fermented Chardonnay.
Intense nose with toasted
almonds, marzipan and very
attractive reductive, smoky
notes. Broad palate with
nutty complexity, ripe
nectarine, a salty twist and superb linear
acid structure. Well balanced and
structured. Arguably Chile’s best
Chardonnay. Drink 2016-2022 Alc 14.5%

Rogue Vine, Super Itata Semillon

2014 93

£23.50 Indigo Wine, St Andrews Wine Co
Complex and pronounced aromas of wet
straw and green pear with pure mineral
notes. A ripe, rich and structured palate
showing white stone fruit, streaks of

citrus juice, orange rind and a balanced
acid core. Drink 2016-2020 Alc13.5%

De Martino, Viejas Tinajas Muscat,
Secano Interior 2014 92

£15 Berry Bros & Rudd, Handford, Les Caves de
Pyréne

Fermented in traditional amphorae
(tinajas) and then spends eight months
on skins. Intense, enticing camomile and
orange blossom aromas. Lovely grippy
mid-palate with candied lemon fruits.
Stunning. Drink 2016-2020 Alc 13%

Miguel Torres, Days of
Summer Muscat 2014 91
£8.99 (2015) Co-op, Majestic
Very fresh, pure lifted nose of
dried tangerine. Complex
with wonderful mid-palate
richness, finishing zippy and
zingy, slightly off-dry. Grapey
and textural, with ginger
notes and mandarin skin.
Perfect summer sipper.
Drink 2016-2018 Alc 12.5%

Koyle, Don Cande Muscat, Bularco
201589

£7.95 The Wine Society

Superb value. Steely and fresh with
prettily perfumed, grapey aromas.
Bone-dry palate with balanced zippy
acidity, gentle floral notes and moderate
alcohol. Drink 2016-2018 Alc 12.5%

Rogue Vine, Grand Itata Tinto, Secano
Interior 2014 93

£16.70 Honest Grapes, Indigo Wine
Cinsault-Pais blend. Beautiful spicy nose,
with herbs, thyme, mint and redcurrant.
Fine-grained, delicate tannins and a
saline liquorice mid-palate that finishes
with smoky red fruits and a delightful
zingy acidity. Refreshing and serious.
Drink 2016-2019 Alc 12.8%

Cooper’s picks: a mixed dozen from Itata

Trifulca, Cinsault, Coelemu 2015 93
N/A UK trifulcawines@gmail.com

Intense ripe nose of blueberries and
liquorice. Soft, rounded palate with
lifted notes of blueberry and blackberry,
dusty, fine-grained tannins and a vibrant
acid core that refreshes the palate.
Drink 2016-2018 Alc 14%

Montes, Outer Limits
Cinsault, Quillén, Secano
Interior 2014 91

£16 Martinez Wines, Noel
Young, Selfridges, The Rural
Vintner, Wine Bear, Wine-Works
Semi-carbonic maceration
brings a fantastically fresh,
smoky, peppery nose.
Crunchy tannins, with ripe
redcurrant and wild
strawberry plus a hint of liguorice and
zippy acidity to refresh the palate. Top
barbecue wine. Drink 2016-2019 Alc 13%

Vifas Inéditas, Tinto Nitanto NV 91
£14.50 Enotria & Coe

A blend of Malbec, Pais, Cinsault and
Cabernet. A very gentle, soft maceration
gives juicy red fruits and fresh cherry
aromas. Lively acidity with a spicy core
of black pepper and cloves. Chill this to
best enjoy its supreme drinkability.
Drink 2016-2018 Alc 12.8%

Viias Inéditas, Terroir Sonoro, El
Apellinao Pais 2015 90

£17.95 Enotria & Coe

Pais aged in native Chilean rauli wood,
with music piped through the barrels.
Vivid, with a fascinating, spice-led nose
and resinous notes. Earthy and peppery
palate with baked plums and fine
tannins. Very lively acidity and a saline
mineral finish. Drink 2017-2021 Alc 13%

For full details of UK stockists, see pi27
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