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      THE WINES OF ARGENTINA,
CHILE AND LATIN AMERICA


      
      Christopher Fielden has been in the wine trade since leaving school over forty years ago and his travels have taken him to
         more than a hundred different countries. On his first trip to South America, thirty years ago, he arrived in French Guiana
         by dugout canoe and has been fascinated by the continent ever since.
      

      
      Within the trade he has launched a number of wines on the British market, including Jacob’s Creek from Australia and Marqués
         de Cacéres from Rioja. He has been President of the national Wine and Spirit Association and a Trustee for two terms of the
         Wine and Spirit Education Trust. He has had a wide and varied career, which has included a time selling Scotch whisky all
         over the world and more than four years as the France-based sales director of a leading Burgundy producer.
      

      
      For over ten years he had a column in Decanter and has written ten books on wine-related subjects, including Burgundy, Alsace and wine fraud. He also contributed to The Oxford Companion to Wine. He used to have a regular wine spot on national radio and has lectured on wines from Beijing to Memphis.
      

      
      In real life he is a clergy spouse in Wiltshire, where he is deeply involved with rural life.
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         ‘Begin at the beginning’, the King said,
gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end:
then stop.’

         Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865
         

      
      In an over-populated world, does one have to justify the creation of a new being? If the world is that of wine-books, I feel
         that the answer has to be, ‘Yes!’ What justification can I give then for this book? First of all, it must be realised that
         the countries of Latin America are both important producers and consumers of wine. Of the 25 largest wine-producing countries,
         17 come from Europe and five from Latin America; that leaves just three places for the rest of the world. Of the 10 countries
         with the largest per capita consumption of wine, eight come from Europe and two from Latin America. Wine then is important
         not just as a crop within the region; it is also an important part of the regular diet of many of the countries of Latin America.
         The subject is therefore broad enough to justify a book.
      

      
      Equally important is the growing role that wines from these countries play in the open markets of the United States, the UK
         and other countries. The wines of Chile are no longer considered to be novelty items; those of Argentina are broadly available
         and both Mexico and Uruguay are creating niches for themselves. The matter of surprise is that there are so few books on the
         subject of the wines of Latin America. Until last year, the leading book in English on the wines of Chile appeared almost
         20 years ago. Whilst one on those of Argentina has recently appeared in the United States, it has found no publisher in England.
         Indeed, even in the countries concerned, outside technical works, there is very little available for the reader interested in wine. It is not that the wines of Latin America are newcomers. Monseigneur le Vin, published by French wine-merchants Nicolas in 1924 gives production statistics not just, as you might expect, for the vineyards
         in the Americas of Chile and Argentina, but also for those of Brazil, Bolivia, Uruguay, Peru and Mexico.
      

      
      Interestingly, I have in front of me some wine-lists from Harvey’s, the fine wine merchants from Bristol: that of 1962 includes
         one Chilean wine – a Valparaiso Tinto at 7/6d; that of 1976 contains no wines from South America at all. However, I can remember
         from my early days in the wine trade in Liverpool in the 1960s buying bottles of Undurraga and Concha y Toro as ‘novelty’
         wines for tasting. I hope that this book will fill some of the undoubted gap in current wine knowledge that exists.
      

      
      Why is it a book on the wines of Latin America and not just on, for example, those of Chile or Argentina? Here I must admit
         a great debt. To celebrate the 500th anniversary of the first arrival in America of Christopher Columbus, the Spanish government
         published a book entitled La Viticultura Americana y sus Raíces (‘American Viticulture and its Roots’). This gave the background to all those countries in the Americas, North and South,
         where there are vineyards and full details of their history and composition. This did not speak much of the wines; indeed,
         in some of the countries the grapes grown were just for table consumption. On the other hand it clearly showed the progress
         of the vine through the Americas. The scope of this book is somewhat different. First, the United States and Canada are omitted
         because they are plainly not Latin American countries, though a case might be made for the inclusion of some American wineries
         from the south-west of the United States. Also such countries as Ecuador, the Dominican Republic and Guatemala are left out,
         because they do not have a commercial wine industry of significance. On the other hand, since the book appeared in 1992, vineyards
         have been planted in Cuba and Cuban wine is now present in a small number of foreign markets. Cuba is included.
      

      
      The range of countries profiled in the book is large. Some, like Chile and Argentina, are very important in the world of wine.
         If we are talking purely quantitatively, Argentina has been much more important, but production was seriously reduced in a
         bid to concentrate more on quality. Some, like Cuba and Bolivia, are very small; Venezuela is only just joining the wine club; Peru has been there for centuries. Some have a large domestic market,
         some have almost none. The contrasts between them are very apparent, but they all have one thing in common, their first roots
         were in the missionaries from Spain and Portugal. It is this that binds together the countries in this book.
      

      
      Finally, what are my qualifications for writing the book? I first visited Latin America, or, at least, a part of it in July
         1971, but my introduction to its wines was scarcely at the sharp end. On that occasion, when I was selling Scotch whisky,
         I can only remember tasting wines in Peru and Paraguay. More memorable was a rather louche Cuban I met in Panama, who produced
         a grubby handkerchief out of his trouser pocket, opened it up and invited me to take my pick from the selection of Brazilian
         diamonds it contained.
      

      
      It was not for almost another 20 years that I first visited Chile. Since then I have been back regularly to South America
         and four trips have been made specifically for this book: the first to Mexico; the second to Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay;
         the third to Venezuela, Peru, Bolivia, Argentina and Chile; and the last, by my assistant, Julie West, to Cuba.
      

      
      One temptation that I have had in writing this book is that of turning it into a travelogue, as there has been any number
         of interesting and, occasionally, amusing experiences in the trips it has involved. However, I have done my best to keep it
         a wine book. It is, however, a book that reflects my own interests and one of those is history. I am fascinated by the three
         waves that have had a dramatic influence on wine production throughout Latin America. First of all came the missionaries,
         who planted vines to make wine for the mass from the first plantings in Isla la Española (Hispaniola or, nowadays, the Dominican
         Republic) in 1493, vines arrived in Nueva España (Mexico) in 1522 and in Peru in about 1548. From there it spread to Chile
         and Argentina. The last Mission to be built in California was that of Sonoma, as late as 1823.
      

      
      As early as 1519, the Merchant Venturers of Seville were instructed to see that every ship leaving for the Indies should carry
         vine plants as part of its cargo. In the early years, this posed problems, as the vines would begin to shoot as they passed
         through the tropics and would give fruit irregularly. In order to minimise this problem plants were later loaded en route,
         either in the Canaries or the Azores. Many of the early vineyards came to be planted from pips from raisins that formed part of the everyday
         diet of the Spanish military.
      

      
      The Portuguese King John III sent Martin Alfonso de Sousa to colonise Brazil, where he arrived in January 1532. His cargo
         included bananas, oranges and, from the island of Madeira, sugar cane and vines. In parallel, then, the Spanish and Portuguese
         recognised the importance that the production of wine might play in the economies of their overseas possessions. Indeed the
         success of these wines can be judged by the fact that the Spanish king felt that, in 1699, in order to protect the domestic
         economy, he had to ban the production of all wine, except that destined for church use, in his American colonies. Indeed,
         70 years earlier, the shipment of wines from Peru and Chile to Mexico or Spain itself had been restricted. There were similar
         bans imposed by the Portuguese crown on the production of wine in Brazil. The domestic wine-producers of both Spain and Portugal
         must have felt gravely threatened for such decrees to be made. As far as the Spanish were concerned, it is likely that such
         laws were imposed more strongly in Mexico, the seat of their colonial government, than in the more distant vice-royalty of
         Peru.
      

      
      Whilst one can only speculate as to what varieties were planted in these early vineyards, it is likely that they were the
         ancestors of such current base-wine grapes as the Criolla and Cereza of Argentina, the País of Chile, the Mission of California
         and the Moscatels. These last are still widely planted for distillation into pisco in Peru and Chile and singani in Bolivia,
         as well as for wine in Argentina and Uruguay. Whilst the Criolla and the País are black grapes, the best wine that they are
         capable of producing, except in special circumstances, is a deep rosé. Such wines are still very popular throughout Latin
         America. Indeed, in Uruguay, for example, such rosés often contain a substantial proportion of Muscat d’Hambourg.
      

      
      These early vineyards would have been planted close to the colonial cities that provided ready markets for the wine. The first
         plantings in Peru, for example, were around the capital city of Cuzco. Here the altitude and the harsh Andean climate were
         scarcely conducive to successful viticulture and it was not long before there were major vineyard plantings closer to the
         coast, particularly around the town of Ica. Similarly, the first vineyards in Argentina were probably planted far to the north of Mendoza, the present viticultural capital.
      

      
      I have spoken of the three waves in the wine history of Latin America. The second came with the vast emigration, largely of
         agricultural workers from Europe during the second half of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century. Some
         were victims of the industrial revolution, some were victims of the revolutionary unrest that spared few European countries,
         and some were victims of war and a few of religious oppression. Just as the United States expanded rapidly at this time, drawing
         most of its immigrants from northern Europe, so Mexico and the new republics of South America attracted immigrants, for the
         most part, from southern Europe. These Italians, Portuguese and Spaniards had a long winemaking tradition. For them, wine
         was an everyday necessity. Whilst many may have worked in the expanding industries of the new countries, they planted small
         plots of vines to give them the wine they needed. One has only to look at the names of the largest wine companies of Latin
         America to see the enormous influence of the Italians, the Basques and the Catalans. Initially, again, wine was made for local
         consumption, but the coming of steamships and the railways opened up new markets. These, in their turn, demanded more, and
         better, wine.
      

      
      The third wave has been the arrival of the multinationals. Often these have been major drinks companies, whose sales have
         been led by spirits. For the most part, the countries of Latin America have a history of protectionism and have tried to close
         their borders against the importation of foreign luxury products, such as spirits and Champagne. This has had two major results:
         first, certain economies in the area have based their existence on smuggling. One has only to look at the import figures for
         such sparsely inhabited countries as Paraguay, Belize and French Guiana, to understand how important this might be.
      

      
      From my early days as a whisky salesman, I can remember arriving at Asunción, the capital of Paraguay, without any contacts.
         I found a very helpful commercial attaché at the British Embassy, who described graphically the local scenario: there was
         a legitimate market, which accounted for 10% of the business and a smuggling market, which accounted for the rest. Which did
         I want to attack? Taking pragmatism as my guide, I said that I was prepared to go for the bigger slice of the cake, as long
         as I could be certain that I would be paid. I was assured that in Paraguay, that was not a problem, however, to be a smuggler you had to have a smuggler’s licence.
         To qualify for this, you had to have a turnover of, I think it was, US$250,000 a month. The only person who qualified for
         this was the brother-in-law of President Stroessner! A meeting was arranged for me with this man and he said that he was very
         happy to handle any goods that were already being legally sold in either Argentina or Brazil! That is how Old Bushmills first
         came to be sold in Paraguay!
      

      
      The second approach to the market would be for the major companies to establish subsidiary companies in the various countries.
         They would invest locally in wineries, bottling-plants, or perhaps vineyards. By spending money on the ground, they hoped
         that this would make the way easier for the direct importation of their products. Naturally, this became more interesting,
         the larger the domestic market. It is not surprising that Brazil, Mexico and Argentina have proved to be more interesting
         targets for the multinationals than Chile, Bolivia and Peru.
      

      
      In addition, such companies as Allied Domecq, for example, have tried to create as large a portfolio as possible for their
         sales-force. Thus wines have come to be added to the base range of spirits. Similar restrictions have led to the establishment
         of wineries in many countries by the leading Champagne houses.
      

      
      More recent has been the arrival of the flying winemaker, and this is a concept about which I have certain qualms. Certainly,
         there is little doubt that they have improved the winemaking in every country covered by this book. However, the brief from
         their employers, ultimately, either directly or indirectly the major international supermarket chains, is to make wines that
         will appeal to the consumer. If one person is making wine in a number of countries, there is the danger that he will work
         to a standard formula and produce similar wine in all those countries. The dominance of the Big Four grape varieties – Cabernet
         Sauvignon, Merlot, Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc – is evidence of this. Whilst it might make better sense for a supermarket
         chain to sell Merlot, rather than Tannat from Uruguay, for example, it would be a great pity if the identity of the wines
         of individual countries were to become submerged into a basic style.
      

      
      Whilst, as I have said earlier, I have tried to make this book as comprehensive as possible, the more that I have written,
         the more I have realised there is to write. I give notes on approximately 70 different wineries in Argentina, yet there are more than
         1,400 that go unmentioned. Earlier in this chapter, I have said that there is no commercial wine production in Ecuador. However,
         since starting to write it, I have heard of a German producing sparkling wine there and a friend has given me a bottle of
         something called Castell Real, Tinto Seco, Vino de Cocina, 1988 Vintage, for which he paid, so a sticker tells me 75 c. The
         producer is the Unión Vinícola Internacional C. Ltda. at Guayaquíl. The label would suggest to me that it is a wine to be
         used for cooking, but in the small print it suggests rather that it is to be drunk, in moderation. The label also pictures
         such attractive dishes as chicken and chips, ham and eggs and a hamburger and relish; perhaps it is meant to be drunk with
         these. Is this wine made from grapes grown in Ecuador? Is it imported in bulk and bottled the country? Is it made from imported
         must concentrate? Should I extend my research and include a chapter on the wines of Ecuador?
      

      
      I think not.

      

   OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommon.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781845336172.jpg
MITCHELL BEAZLEY
CLASSIC WINE LIBRARY

The Wines of Argentina,
Chile, and Latin America

Christopher Fielden





OEBPS/images/Art_Pvi.jpg





