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Spain: Cataluna - The Dry Years
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It's time for my yearly review of the wines from Catalufa (Catalonia), which as for the rest of
my regions will be truly yearly from this year, as in the past was every 16 months or so. That
means less time and a tighter selection of producers and wines. What comes to mind was a

motto from my corporate multinational years: “faster and better.” Modern life...

Be Water My Friend

The whole of the world, Europe, Spain and Cataluia, are suffering the effect of climate
change. The Mediterranean is suffering from a prolonged drought that started in 2021,
continued in 2022 and was exacerbated in 2023. 2024 has continued the trend, but in the last
few weeks, some zones have received some water (120 liters in parts of Penedés). The whole

of Catalufa is suffering but | see that it's the worst in Priorat and Penedés.




Priorat has always been dry, but now it's even drier. The situation in
Penedes is truly dramatic. Some reports may be exaggerated, as I've
read that 10,000 hectares of vines have died. | don't think it's that high,
based on discussions with all the people | met, as the weather is now
the main point of discussion. Some plants have died, some sprouts are
not going ahead, and older vines are suffering more than younger ones
(the deeper roots). And many have done what they had never done in
their lives: water their vineyards.

Digging wells has become a regular business in Priorat—applying for
permits to dig, dealing with legal requirements and trying to transport
water urgently to save the vines.

What worries me is that | don't see any plans or policies to solve the
issue with infrastructure and management of water. The politicians are
dedicated to their own things and pay very little attention to the real
problems that concern the environment, agriculture (of which the wine
is part) and so on. Yes, the weather is changing, so we need to act. And
get ready for it, because it's coming. No, it's not coming, IT'S HERE. And
| don't hear local politicians talk about it; we just lament the situation,
but we don't act.



2021, 2022 and 2023

Most of the wines | tasted were from the last three vintages—2021,
2022 and 2023. All three years were dry, following an unusually rainy
2020 that resulted in huge mildew attacks that killed the crop or greatly
reduced yields in many cases.

2021 was the least warm and dry of the three, as there was still water in
the soils from 2020 and the year started with a big snowstorm,
Filomena. It affected a big part of Spain, mostly the center and the
northeast, and delivered 50 centimeters of snow in many places, often
not accounted for but to be added to the annual rainfall. Overall and
generalizing, 2021 was a very good year of extremely high potential.
Many producers delivered their best wines in recent years, some their
best ever. 2021 is exciting in many parts of Spain, and Cataluna is not
an exception. | discussed a lot about the 2021s with many producers,
and there's more background information about it here in this article
and in many of the producer profiles and individual tasting notes
included in this report.
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2022 was very dry and warm with long and constant heat waves in the
summer and more days above 40 degrees Celsius than any other year in
recent times. What was a killer in 2022 was that the temperature during
the summer nights remained extremely high, which in many cases
made the grapes burn acids at a higher speed. However, in most cases,
the result was better than expected, and the wines are fresher, because
what was expected at the time of the harvest was a complete disaster,
a train wreck that didn't happen. The wines are rounder and more
generous, more Mediterranean, with more body and alcohol and lower
acidity. Remember, we're making huge generalizations for a very large
zone with a diversity of altitudes, soils and grape varieties, etc.




If the situation in 2022 was worrying, the reality of 2023 was truly
alarming: “Cataluna dries out!” read the headlines. In some places, it
was dramatic, with zero rain (yes, not a drop) in almost one year. Many
plants did not sprout, and a lot of them died. Someone told me they
estimate that one-third of the vines in Penedées had died! It can't be!)
Yields were reduced by 50% to 70%, which is terrible. But when plants
die, we're not talking about a difficult year, we're talking about the
livelihood of many families being erased from the earth! The 2023
wines have even more Mediterranean character and are rounder, ripe
and concentrated, more immediate but, again, better than anticipated.
The plants are resilient and so are the producers.

Let’s start our journey from south to north.

Terra Alta

| had neglected the Terra Alta region a little in my recent reviews of the
wines from Cataluna, so | tried to taste from a number of producers |
had not tasted in the last few years.




Terra Alta is an appellation in the province of Tarragona where the main
grape is Garnacha, white and red. It's one of the zones with high
potential for whites made from Garnacha Blanca grapes. | found very
impressive wines from producers | had not tasted for a while, including
Barbara Forés, Edetaria and Herencia Altés.

Herencia Aliés is a winery that was created in 2010. They have 50
hectares of vineyards, half of them old, all certified organic since 2018.
They have fine-tuned their wines in the last few years with a big change
in reds in 2022 and in whites from 2023. They described the latest
vintages in simple terms: 2020 the year of mildew, 2021 the year of
snowstorm Filomena, 2022 an average year and 2023 the year of
drought.

| hadn't tasted the wines from Edetaria for a while either. This winery
from Gandesa, created in 2003, works with 70 hectares of organically
farmed and certified vineyards ranging from 30 to 90 years of age,
planted with the local varieties—Garnacha Blanca, Garnacha Fina,
Garnacha Peluda and Carinena—on different soils. Some of the
vineyards are dry-farmed, and others are irrigated as they are trying to
adapt to climate change. They produce 250,000 bottles.



Priorat

Priorat always takes the lion share when it comes to number of wines
tasted in Cataluna. | visited the vineyards of Terroir al Limit and the
sister projects, Terroir Sense Fronteres and Coreografia.

Since 2021, Dominik Huber has worked exclusively with concrete and a
little stainless steel, and he sold all the oak he had in the cellar. He
would like to build a new winery and is buying and planting new
vineyards for the white wines and planting Garnatxa Peluda in
Montsant. He has started working in the analysis of the soils with
Chilean expert Pedro Parra. He and his winemaker/partner, Tatjana
Peceric, had a baby girl, Filipa, in September 2022. Congratulations! The
organic certification of the winery will be completed with the 2024
harvest.

They currently work around 21 hectares, mostly owned and some
rented with long-term contracts, allowing them to produce around
100,000 bottles per year. | tasted the 2022s, which was a warmer and
drier year (350 liters of rain compared with the 490 liters in 2021), and
that is reflected in the wines, with more body and structure, and lower
yields but a healthy crop. The maceration and extraction were adjusted
accordingly. The top wines from 2022 felt very austere and ungiving but
very good overall. | wish | had a time machine to see them in five years

ar so.



Terroir Sense Fronteres was created in 2017 in Marcga in the appellation
of Montsant. They have now hired the old Acustic Celler cellar, which
has better facilities than what they had in the past. It's the same team of
Dominik Huber and Tatjana Perceric. Grapes come from owned or
rented vineyards, and some are purchased from local growers. It's all
organic, and their vineyards are also worked biodynamically. The vines
are already certified, and the wines will be certified starting with the
2024 harvest. Production is 38,000 bottles.

2022 was warm and dry, and the wines have more body and structure.
2023 was even drier. Hopefully 2024 will be a little cooler and with some
more rain. Some wines from 2022 are higher in alcohol, because with
some heat streaks, sometimes you can see a 1% or 1.5% increase in
alcohol in a weekend in Garnacha. The year is clearly more
Mediterranean, with more ripeness and a little more alcohol and rounder
wines.



Coreografia is the personal project of Tatjana Perceric. Here she makes
wines from both appellations: the wine from Montsant in Cornudella de
Montsant comes from biodynamically farmed vines, and the winefrom
Priorat comes from vines in the higher-altitude village of La Morera and
Poboleda. She will plant white and red varieties in a new place in La
Morera in 2025 to produce the clarete in the future. She only produces
around 4,000 bottles.

Porrera

| also visited the vineyards from Carles Ortiz and Ester Nin in Porrera,
who produce 30,000 bottles, 100% of them with grapes from their own
vineyards. The vineyards are all certified organic and biodynamic, but
they still don't have the certification for the wines. As | see in many
addresses, the work was done but certifications are work in progress.

2021 was an atypical year for them, with a big snowstorm in January, a
cooler year but not as much as 2013, 2010 or 2018; they said it was a
more Mediterranean version of 2020. They harvested late, the alcohol
was lower (they had some difficulties to achieve the minimum alcohol
required by the appellation in some wines), the wines are fresher, but
the ripeness was good (looking at the polyphenols and so on).



There will be a new Garnacha from young vines in La Coma d'en Romeu.
They have been planting small plots and replacing dead vines in their
old vineyards, a trend that | see in many producers as they have to get
ready for the future. If you want old vines in 50 years from today, you
have to plant them now! They are also extremely worried about the lack
of water and have dug a well in their Planetes vineyard that gives them
very little water, but at least it's something.

Unfortunately, Carinena Blanca, the white mutation of Carifiena, is still
not approved by the Priorat appellation, mainly because it's a grape that
delivers wines with moderate alcohol—a blessing in the warm climate, a
grape resistant to drought and apt for climate change—usually below
what the appellation requires (13% for whites). They had applied for an
exception to this rule for the wines produced with Carinena Blanca to be
allowed at 12.5% alcohol, but it was rejected. So, after 11 vintages, their
white is still an experimental wine.



Alcohol Requirements in Priorat

The appellation still requires a minimum of 13.5% alcohol in the reds
and 13% in whites, really a reminiscence from the past. That is creating
problems for many producers that do not achieve those levels in some
of their wines, which are therefore denied the seal of the appellation and
have to be sold without it. And that's also the reason to deny Carifnena
Blanca to produce appellation wines, as the wine from the variety tends
to be low in alcohol. They should be able to pass this page.

Alvaro Palacios Has Done It Again!

Alvaro Palacios has been the quality leader of Priorat for a long time. He
not only produces some of the top wines from the appellation, but he is
also one of the largest producers there! He now has 29 hectares of
vineyards in the village of Gratallops and a further 2.5 in Bellmunt del
Priorat and produces some 372,000 bottles per vintage. He celebrated
his 60th birthday in 2024 (congratulations!).



They got a lot of rain (over 800 liters and lots of mildew, a rarity there!)
in 2020. 2021 was more or less normal, 2022 was very dry, and 2023
was extremely dry. | tasted the bottled 2021s that come from what
many call the last “normal” year, and the wines are as good as expected.
| already reported on the young unbottled 2021s in June 2022 but didn't
have the opportunity to taste the bottled wines until now. We also
tasted the still-unbottled 2022s and the very young 2023s.

He calls 2022 “the year of the three heat waves” in Priorat. During the
winter, they only got 16 liters of rain at 'Ermita and no more than 10 at
Finca Dofi and La Baixada. March and April were more or less normal
(56 and 67 liters, respectively) and with normal temperatures. But
starting in May, there was a big change. During the flowering that year,
temperatures reached an abnormal high of 35 degrees Celsius, which
caused a perfect fruit setting, but the plants started protecting
themselves from the heat and lack of water. The summer was hell: three
heat waves of over 40 degrees Celsius were alleviated by 42 liters of
rain in July. They believe the head-pruned vines were the key to cushion
the heat, and they delivered 20% more grapes than an average year.
They got blocked and the ripeness was contained, while they kept good
acidity. They started harvesting one week earlier than normal; the
grapes were pale and had less sugar, and the wines are surprisingly
fresh for such a year. The grapes from I'Ermita had less color, the crop
was abundant, and the wine—like all of the 2022s, in general—is quite
pale.



2022 still benefitted from the rain and snow from 2021. But 2023
suffered more, as it was equally dry and warm and 2022 had also been
dry, so the plants had no reserves. People were hoping for the rain that
didn't come. 2023 was the driest year in recent times, with only 250
liters in Gratallops between November 2022 and October 2023, which is
how they measure rain for a given vintage. So, for the first time EVER,
they decided to water their vineyards, focusing on the rockier ones and
the hilltops, which showed more need of water and where the vines
were in danger of dying. But water is scarce there, and the whole
operation is labor-intensive and costly. The grapes remained small and
concentrated, but the wines show unusual freshness and elegance.
They are still very young, but they could be better than the ones from
2022. 'Ermita was harvested between October 5th and 11th.




As for 2021, | had already reported on the character of the year, which
Alvaro Palacios had defined as "a year of concentration and class." It
started with a big snowstorm (Filomena) in January 2021, with 50
centimeters of snow to be added to the rain of the year. Despite ups and
downs, the weather remained cooler than normal. The summer was
really mild and the ripeness slow. There was some rain in late August
that complicated things with some botrytis, but the concern was the
lack of alcoholic degree in the grapes. The grapes simply wouldn't ripen.
And there is a requirement from the Priorat appellation to have a
minimum alcohol of 13.5% in the reds. The grapes struggled to ripen,
with the 2021 I'Ermita having the lowest alcohol ever. The wines are
elegant and fresh.

They were bottled almost one year ago, and they are truly mind-blowing,
perhaps their most elegant vintage to date. The year finished with 449
liters of rain, and the grapes from I'Ermita were harvested on October
13th. 2021 is a very homogeneous vintage, and all the wines showed
very well, with purity and elegance. It's a very solid lineup; | tasted them
three times with a last blind tasting to confirm the previous ones. The
whole range is exceptional, transparent and ethereal, wines with red
rather than black fruit, floral notes and citrus freshness, very elegant
with a velvety mouthfeel and refined tannins. Les Aubaguetes showed
incredible finesse, elegance and freshness, but I'Ermita revealed more
depth, nuance and complexity and deserved a three-digit score for the
third time, like in 20713 and 2019. The three vintages are very different,
but the three of them are really exceptional.



It was quite shocking to see Palacios’s vineyards with irrigation,
especially the old vines of I'Ermita. It was installed and used in 2023, as
they saw the risk of the plants dying. In 2023, he went crazy looking for
water, which is not easy. The management of transporting water is not
easy either, and that was the mood of the 2023 season. Everybody in
Priorat is thinking about the same things: water, drought, lack of rain,
irrigation, wells...

Penedés

I'm so glad | visited Can Rafols in July 2022 and was able to catch up
with them, which | recounted in my previous article on Catalufia. Carlos
Esteva, the founder of the property, passed away in July 2023 after
years of fighting cancer and other maladies. There was an homage to
him at the property that also commemorated the “12 Autores y sus
Vinos" events that he organized in the past, getting together vignerons
from all around the world in February this year (2024), but sadly |
couldn't attend.

The range | tasted from them has to be the finest to date, with
significant improvements in many of the wines. The three top whites
from 2021 showed freshness, precision and nuance like never before.



Pardas is the project from Ramon Parera Pardas and Jordi Aman
Cabezas, which they started in 1996. Today, they have 65 hectares of
vineyards in the villages of Torrelavit and Sant Pere de Riudebitlles and
produce 110,000 bottles. They are pioneers in the use of the local
grapes—the white Xarel.lo and the red Sumoll. They release their wines
with some bottle age, which is unusual and nice. In 2024, they celebrate
their 20th year making wines. And these are very good wines that reflect
the place, grapes and vintages. We talked about the weather and how a
significant number of vines have died. It's really moving to hear them
talk about their sadness going to work in the vineyards. It's no joke.

Reflecting on the Sumoll grape, we talked a bit about some Catalan red
grapes. To me, Trepat, from Conca de Barbera, could be the Catalan
equivalent of the Poulsard from Jura, a characterful red grape with an
open color and a wild nose and character of the wines. Sumoll could be
Trousseau, a grape that has energy, personality and some earthy
rusticity and is able to deliver flavor without body. Some people also
compare it with Nebbiolo, with its high acidity and crunchy tannins, with
something earthy.

And of course, there is a lot of sparkling wine that's produced in the
Penedes region.



Recaredo, 20-Something Years Later

Recaredo celebrates its centenary in 2024, as it was created back in
1924 by Josep Mata Capellades using the name of his father. The
second generation, Josep and Antoni Mata, consolidated the business
in the 1960s, and in the 1990s, they were joined by the third generation.
Unfortunately, Antoni Mata Casanovas died in November 2023 a few
months before the anniversary. They are releasing a limited oenotheque
range from their exceptional Turo d'en Mota single-vineyard sparkling
wine disgorged after almost 25 years in bottle with the lees.
Congratulations to the Mata family!

They work exceptionally well in the vineyard and in the cellar and are of
one of the few holders of our Green Emblem award. They are certified
organic and biodynamic in their 90 hectares of vineyards and are one of
the promoters of the Corpinnat quality group of producers. They are
planting more and more red grapes for the production of the sparkling
wines, Monastrell and Sumoll. They produce 280,000 bottles a year, all
from their own vineyards. The wines ferment with indigenous yeasts,
mature in bottle with the lees for no less than 30 months under a cork
stopper and are sold with no added sugar, as brut nature. The range |
tasted was really impressive, with a super-limited release of the 2001
Enoteca Turo d'en Mota.



| attended a unique tasting of all 25 vintages produced from this
exceptional vineyard in October 2023, the released wines from 1999 to
2009 and the ones in élevage, 2010 to 2023, still the base wine a few
months after the harvest. They also revealed that day that they were
going to release a very limited Enoteca range of the old vintages, the
first of which was the 1999. Today, they are releasing the regular 2010
and also the 2001 Enoteca, both among the finest produced during
these 25 years; the 2001, an old favorite of mine, is the finest of them all
and well worthy of the top score.

(No More) Brown Sugar

Quality sparkling wine producers in Cataluna, be it Corpinnat, Classic
Penedes, Cava or whatever, keep working toward improving their wines.
Natural fermentation with indigenous yeasts is something they've been
doing for a while. Adding cane sugar to provoke the second
fermentation in bottle was something some didn't see with good eyes.
They were adding stuff to their wine that came from miles away (cane
sugar often comes from Brazil, India or China). Using concentrated
must (sometimes organic) for that was a first step. But what about the
yeasts for the second fermentation in bottle? Most used neutral yeasts,
sometimes from the Champagne region. But the next step was, how to
make the second fermentation with their own yeasts?



The answer is refermenting the wine with must from their own vines, in
some cases from the following vintage, when they have to age the base
wines for one year before putting them in bottle to referment, or with
must from the same harvest, usually from late-picked grapes. | already
tasted wines fermented this way at some of the leading addresses. And
| guess it could spread out more.

Sparkling News

The very sad news at Gramona, for those who have not heard, was the
tragic death of Xavier Gramona in an accident at the winery in August
2023. That triggered a reorganization of the family winery, with his
brother Jaume Gramona taking the role of president, Jaume's son, Roc
Gramona, being named viticulture and vinification director and Xavier's
son, Leonard Gramona, as market director. The young cousins, who also
have their personal still-wine project, Enclos de Peralba (also highly
recommended), had already started at Gramona in 2018. But the
circumstances have accelerated the changes. | already felt a change in
direction, and we will see more subtle changes in the wines in future
years (more ageing under cork, refermentation with fresh must...).

They never stop, and in 2024, they are completing the soil studies of
their vineyards, some of which are being transformed into gobelets
from being trellised, French varieties being gradually replaced by local
ones, changing the density, and the new vineyards are being planted
following the key line method. Other than planting and replanting, they
have also purchased a further seven hectares of vineyards. They now
own 65 hectares and buy grapes from 100 to 130 hectares of
biodynamically farmed vineyards from the association Alianzas por la
Tierra for their Imperial and La Cuvée bottlings. They produce 750,000
bottles of Corpinnat sparkling wine.



Corpinnat, the private group of quality sparkling wine producers that left
the Cava appellation, is committed to quality. Their back labels are
informative, and all the bottles carry the disgorgement date and other
relevant data. They are now opening to ancestral sparkling wines that
finish fermenting in bottle, because until now, it was all traditional
method of second fermentation in bottle.

Extended elevage sur lie is delivering very good results; Recaredo and
Gramona have been leading that path, but many others are following. |
was quite impressed with the 2010 Llegat Familiar from Llopart, a wine
disgorged after more than 13 years in bottle with the lees. It's the most
elegant, nuanced and complex wine | have tasted from Llopart so far.
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But it's not only old wines, something costly (and slow!) to produce. |
was also taken by a new 2019 Janes from AT Roca, from Agusti Roca
(father and son), that follows the path | see in many small Champagne
growers, aging the base wine with the lees in barrel before it's put to
referment in bottle. It was produced with Xarel.lo grapes from a 0.8-
hectare plot on soils with lots of limestone that fermented in 500-liter
oak barrels where the base wine matured for 12 months to wait for the
following harvest to have fresh must from that vineyard to provoke the
refermentation of the wine in bottle. So, they never added any yeasts.
There are many different ways toward quality.

Gone With the Wind

| took a high-speed train for a quick spin around the northern Emporda.
As soon as | got off the train in Figueres, | noticed the gust of wind: the
Tramontana wind welcomed me to Emporda. The Tramontana or
Tramuntana is a cold wind that mostly affects the Balearic Islands and
northeast of Catalonia. It can last a number of days, days of constant
wind with gusts of over 200 kilometers per hour.

It can be annoying, and it's said to turn some people crazy. It's cooling
and drying but can easily break the shoots from vines and also affect
fruit setting. It's like a small hurricane.




Emporda is an 1,800-hectare appellation in the province of Girona with
granite, slate, sand and stony gravel soils. Of those, 1,300 hectares are
planted with red varieties (Garnacha and Carifiena are the main ones)
and only 500 of white (Garnacha Blanca, Macabeo, Garnacha Gris).
Approximately 30% of the vines are old, meaning 40+ years old. The
Emporda appellation together with the Catalan institute of cork have
developed an initiative to use corks of Catalan origin, slow growing, with
higher density and smaller pores, but quite scarce, and marked as such
in the corks and the labels: Taps de Finca.

There is very high potential in the zone. But it suffered the invasion of
French grapes in the 1990s, and many wines were produced in an
international style: big bold reds from very ripe gapes, concentrated and
extracted and heavily oaked. It's a very touristy zone, so it's easy to sell
the local produce, including wine, to tourists. As | see in many other
touristy regions, that introduces a high distortion in the way the wines
are produced and marketed. | see a lot of potential for fresh whites and
reds from Mediterranean varieties there, which is what the more open
minded are pushing for.



Vinyes d'Olivardots

My visit to Vinyes d'Olivardots was long overdue. This year, | finally
managed to see their vineyards and winery and tasted their wines with
them in Capmany, very close to Figueras and the border of France. I've
followed their wines and hae seen them improve their wines and
transform their practices from organic to biodynamics with the arrival of
the second generation, Carlota Pena. It's a family winery created by two
wine lovers, Antoni Pena and Carme Casacuberta and his family. He
works in something else, but she dedicated her life to develop the
vineyards, winery and wines. She's self-taught but went back to
university and found mentors, mostly in Priorat, to learn as fast as
possible how to tend the vines and make wine.

They now work 15 hectares of vineyards, owned and rented; their own
vineyards are all certified organic, but some of the rented ones are still
in the process to obtain the certification. They have planted some new
plots to recover forgotten local varieties like Carinena Blanca, Carinena
Gris/Rosada and Garnacha Gris/Rosada. They are experimenting with
very old red Carinena, even doing a vinification of red grapes from an
80-year-old vineyard in white. Production averages 50,000 bottles. They
are now joined by their daughter, Carlota, who is managing the
vineyards. They were organic from the beginning (they started in 2006),
and she implemented biodynamics.



Biodiversity, focus on the vineyard, understanding the soils, varieties,
plants and animals, organic farming and biodynamic preparations,
planting old gris/rose varieties... Their wines can only get better and
better. My favorite has always been a varietal Carinena Blanca from an
old vineyard, Vd'O 6, as six is their code for the grape. That vineyard was
planted in 1900 on sandy granite soils at 100 meters above sea level in
the village of Sant Clement de Sescebes.

The last few vintages have been very challenging, 2020 with mildew and
from 2021 an accumulated drought that has delivered very low yields in
2021,2022 and 2023. 2021 was a very good vintage, but they prefer
2023 to 2022 because they learned from the previous years of drought.
In 2022, they started harvesting on August 1st, and in 2023, they started
in mid-August. 2024 also seems to be going quite fast. | had the chance
to taste some older vintages, including some of the first wines they
produced, and the wines age very well: the whites become more
complex, and the reds get rid of their rusticity. They are using some
Catalan corks for some of their wines, following the Taps de Finca
initiative from the Emporda appellation.



Dali

The region is beautiful and has many attractions. Salvador Dali was
born and died in Figueres. There, you should not miss the Dali Museum,
the largest surrealistic object in the world; the whole place is surreal! It's
located in the former Municipal Theatre, a 19th century building that
was destroyed at the end of the Spanish Civil War. Dali decided to
create his museum on its ruins. It's not only paintings but also
sculpture, jewelry, furniture, appliances and all sorts of artifacts and
arrangements that make it one of the most unusual and fun places in
the world. Dali was unique.



