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Garnacha

Founded in 1999 by entrepreneur  
José Miguel Arambarri, Vintae is one 
of Europe’s most enterprising larger 
producers. Its range of smartly 
packaged wines includes the reliable 
modern Rioja brand López de Haro, 
the brand Matsu from Toro (also 
known as ‘that Spanish brand at 

Majestic with the photos of guys in 
hats on the labels’) and a roving, 
multi-regional tribute to the subject of 
this article, Proyecto Garnachas.

The range currently takes in six 
Garnacha wines: four from various 
sites around Aragón, one from the 
village of Cardenas in La Rioja and one 

from Priorat in Catalonia. Each is 
distinguished by the venerable age of 
the vines (up to 100 years old) and by 
a light-touch winemaking philosophy 
that aims for (and generally achieves) 
freshness, naturalness and gentle 
extraction – and, particularly in the 
case of La Salvaje, remarkable value.

El Escocés Volante, La Multa 
Garnacha, Calatayud, Aragón 2017 89 
£9.99 Alliance Wine, Borders Wines,  

Talking Wines, The Whisky Exchange 

One of many superb – and superbly 
priced – Garnacha bottlings from the 
flying Scotsman, Norrel Robertson MW, 
this wine is soft and generous in feel 
with its abundant fresh red fruit, 
old-vine depth and hints of herbal 
freshness. Drink 2020-2022 Alc 14.5%

Proyecto Garnachas, La Garnacha Salvaje del Moncayo
RIBERA DEL QUEILES

Viña Zorzal
NAVARRA 

Producers in Navarra have 
sometimes struggled to have their 
voices heard above those of the 
noisy neighbours in Rioja. Their 
strongest claim to fame has 
taken the form of appealingly 
full-flavoured but balanced 
rosés. But when it comes to 
reds, a somewhat scattergun 
approach based, over the past 
couple of decades, on 
Tempranillo and an array of 
international varieties has 
brought a reputation for so-so 
competence rather than 
thrilling wines with a distinct 
sense of place. 

That the Navarra region is 
capable of much more is 
abundantly clear to anyone who 
tastes the wines of Zorzal. 
Founded 30 years ago by 
winemaker Antonio Sanz and 
now run by his sons Iñaki, 
Xabier and Mikel, Zorzal 
originally captured attention 
with its vivid Graciano. But it 
has gone on to become a 
leader of the local 
renaissance of Garnacha,  
a variety that accounted for 
90% of Navarra’s vineyard as 
recently as 1980, but has 
since dwindled to about 25%. 

The key for Zorzal, as with 
so much great modern 
Spanish Garnacha, is vine 
age: in vineyards planted at 

around 500m altitude in the village  
of Fitero, Zorzal has bush vines that 
range up to a remarkable 115 years 
old. Since the mid-2010s, this is where 
the brothers have been making 
Malayeto and Corral de los Altos, a 
pair of astonishingly pure and 
fragrant single-parcel Garnachas that 
have quickly established themselves, 
alongside fellow Navarra Garnacha 
maestros Domaines Lupier, as among 
the best in Spain.

Viña Zorzal, Garnacha, Navarra 2018 88
£7.50 The Wine Society 

Bright and beautiful Garnacha in unoaked, 
uninhibitedly fruit-driven mode, with 
finger-staining bright berry fruitiness and 
a soft and supple palate that scores very 
highly on the flavour-per-pound scale. 
Drink 2020-2021 Alc 14%

Rioja is all but synonymous with Tempranillo. With 
just shy of 88% of the local vineyard, it’s a region-to-
grape variety bond that’s every bit as strong as 
Malbec and Mendoza, or Burgundy and Pinot Noir. 
But it’s not the only red grape in town. The majority 
of Riojas are blends of Tempranillo with small 
proportions of one or all of the colour-giving Mazuelo 
(aka Carignan); the perfume-and-structure-bringing 
Graciano; or the fleshy, red-fruit-juicy Garnacha. Each 
of those bit-part players has been given a starring role 
in their own varietal wines, but it’s the last of the 
trio, Garnacha, that is arguably making the most 
striking wines of the bunch. 

There’s a certain irony in that. Whereas in parts of 
Aragón and Navarra, native Garnacha has been edged 
out by Tempranillo and international varieties, in 
Rioja, Garnacha is the relatively new kid on the block. 
It arrived in the region only in the wake of phylloxera 
in the early 20th century, prized, as elsewhere, for its 

hardiness and vigour, rather than its qualitative 
potential. Today, it accounts for about 7% of the total 
Rioja vineyard, concentrated in the warm, dry 
eastern Rioja Oriental sub-region, home to Garnacha 
specialist Aldonia’s vineyards. It’s a fourth-generation 
family firm that used to sell its grapes to the local 
co-op until the current generation, brothers Mario 
and Iván Santos, built a winery to make their own 
elegant Garnacha-based wines from their 16ha of 
vineyards. The undoubted highlight of their efforts 
is a 100% Garnacha, Aldonia 100, based on 
100-year-old vines planted at 800m altitude.

Aldonia, 100, Rioja 2016 89 
£17.20 Blanco & Gomez, Tanners, Top Selection 

A very different take on Rioja, this 100% Garnacha is all 
about the pure and very pretty raspberry fruit presented 
with subtle herbal freshness, slick, polished tannins and 
easy charm. Organic. Drink 2020-2030 Alc 14%

Proyecto Garnachas, La Garnacha 
Salvaje del Moncayo, Ribera del Queiles, 
Aragón 2017 89 
£8.50 The Wine Society 

Wild by name and wild by nature, this 
splendid old-vine Garnacha has a real 
sense of mountain freshness and 
scrubland herbiness to go with its easy, 
generous-but-focused and perfectly ripe 
red fruit. It’s also excellent value.  
Drink 2020-2022 Alc 14%

Above: Norrel 
Robertson MW,  
El Escocés Volante

Another Aragón DO with a claim on the 
‘empire of Garnacha’ title, Calatayud provides 
precisely the kind of tough terrain in which 
Garnacha seems to take a kind of perverse 
pleasure in thriving: windy, arid, hot. That 
makes for a rich and powerful style, but not,  

in the right hands, overbearingly so. Many of 
the frequently very old (50 years-plus) 
vineyards are planted at altitudes of up to 
800m on the slopes of the Sierra de la Virgen 
mountains, and the wide variation in day- and 
night-time temperatures here allows for wines 
that balance concentration and intensity with 
freshness and lift.

Certainly, that’s the case with the many 
Garnachas produced in the region by Norrel 
Robertson, the Scottish Master of Wine and 
Calatayud resident behind the El Escocés 
Volante (‘The Flying Scotsman’) label. 
Robertson works with growers throughout the 
region to unearth blocks of promising old-vine 
Garnacha, which he turns into one of the most 
consistent Spanish ranges around. It 
includes the exuberant La Multa, which 
hails from vines planted on red clay 
over chalky soils at altitudes between 
700m and 800m in the Ribota Valley.

El Escocés Volante, La Multa
CALATAYUD Bodegas Aldonia, 100 RIOJA  
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Bodegas Aldonia 
winery at Navarrete, 

near Logroño


