
A happy quirk of nature
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W h y  d o  w e  c a l l  o u r  t e m p r a n i l l o  b l a n c o  
w in e  O n t a ñ ó n  C o n t r e b i a ?

Te m p ra n illo  b la n c o  is  a n  in d ig e n o u s  v a -
r ie t y  a n d  u n iq u e  to  R io ja , a s  it  w a s  in  o u r  
re g io n  th a t  it  a p p e a re d  a s  t h e  re s u lt  o f  a  
n a tu ra l m u ta t io n  in  a  s in g le  re d  te m p ra -
n illo  v in e  p la n t  in  t h e  n in e te e n  e ig h t ie s . 
T h i s  m e a n s  t h a t  h e r e  w e  h a v e  a  v a r i e t y  
w h i c h  i s  u n i q u e  i n  t h e  w h o le  w o r ld ,  a s  
R i o j a n  a s  c a n  b e ,  a n d  e x c lu s i v e  t o  o u r  
a p p e l l a t i o n .  

To  s a y  t e m p ra n illo  b la n c o  is  to  s a y  R io ja  
a n d  a ls o  R io ja  O r ie n ta l, b e c a u s e  it  w a s  in  
M u r illo  d e  R ío  L e z a  (a  sm a ll to w n  in  th is  
z o n e ) th a t  a  g ro w e r  fo u n d  a  s p u r  o n  a  re d  

g ra p e  v in e  w h ic h  e a c h  y e a r  w o u ld  p ro d u -
c e  w h ite  g ra p e s . 

A  q u ir k  o f  n a tu re ?  M a y b e . T h e  th in g  is , o u r  
g e n e r a t i o n  h a s  h a d  t h e  h o n o u r  o f  w i t -
n e s s i n g  t h e  b i r t h  o f  a  n e w  v a r i e t y  a n d  
w ith in  ju s t  a  fe w  y e a rs  it s  in te g ra t io n  in  
t h e  c a t a lo g u e  o f  a p p ro v e d  v a r ie t ie s  o f  t h e  
C o n t ro l B o a rd , a f t e r  a  s c ie n t ifi c  a n d  s e n -
s o r y  p ro c e s s  in  w h ic h  it s  q u a lit ie s  a n d  o r-
g a n o le p t ic  v a lu e s  w e re  s tu d ie d  in  d e p th .

M o re o v e r, n u m e r o u s  t h e o r i e s  e x i s t  r e -
g a r d i n g  t h e  r o o t s  o f  v i n e  c u l t i v a t i o n  i n  
R i o j a  a n d  w h e n  a n d  h o w  t h e  p r im i t i v e  
w in e m a k i n g  t e c h n i q u e s  r e a c h e d  o u r  
l a n d  i n  d i ff e r e n t  e r a s  o f  h i s t o r y .  T h e  

ONTAÑÓN CONTREBIA
Contrebia Leucade

C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e  (w h i t e  s e t t l e m e n t ) i s  t h e  n a m e  o f  a  C e l t i b e r i a n  s i t e  i n  R i o j a  
O r i e n t a l  w h e r e  t h e  fi r s t  v e s t i g e s  o f  v i t i c u l t u r e  i n  o u r  l a n d  a p p e a r e d  (3 r d  c e n t u r y  
B C ).  T e m p r a n i l l o  b l a n c o ,  a  u n i q u e  v a r i e t y ,  e x c lu s i v e l y  f o u n d  i n  R i o j a ,  m e r g e s  i n  
t h i s  w in e  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  r e m o t e  o r i g i n s  o f  R i o j a  w in e m a k i n g .
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Cartulary of San Millán, from the year 873. Bunch of white Tempranillo, a variety that was added 
to the Regulatory Council’s catalogue in 2008.

o ld e s t  e x i s t i n g  d o c u m e n t  m a k i n g  r e -
f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  v i n e s  i n  L a  
R i o j a  d a t e s  f r o m  t h e  y e a r  8 7 3 .  

S p e c ifi c a lly , it  a p p e a rs  in  t h e  C a r t u l a r y  
o f  S a n  M i l l á n  a n d  s p e a k s  o f  a  d o n a t io n  
in  w h ic h  th e  M o n a s te r y  o f  S a n  A n d ré s  d e  
T re p e a n a  a p p e a rs  (n o w a d a y s  th e  lo c a lit y  
o f  T re v ia n a , in  R io ja  A lt a ).

H o w e v e r, a l t h o u g h  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  v i t i -
c u l t u r e  i n  L a  R i o j a  w a s  b e l i e v e d  t o  b e  
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  t im e  o f  R o m a n i s a t i o n  o f  
t h e  I b e r i a n  P e n i n s u la  a n d  i n  p a r t i c u -
l a r ,  o f  t h e  E b r o  V a l l e y ,  t h e  d is c o v e r y  o f  
a  w in e  p re s s  in  t h e  C e lt ib e r ia n  s e t t le m e n t  
o f  C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e ,  i n  A g u i l a r  d e l  R í o  
A lh a m a  (i n  R i o j a  O r i e n t a l ),  h a s  c o n fi r -

m e d  t h a t  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  w e r e  a l r e a d y  
m a k i n g  w in e  i n  a  g e n e r a l i s e d  w a y  a t  
l e a s t  s i n c e  t h e  s e c o n d  c e n t u r y  b e f o r e  
t h e  C h r i s t i a n  E r a .  

T h e  d ire c to r  o f  t h e  e x c a v a t io n s , J o s é  A n -
t o n i o  H e r n á n d e z  Ve ra , g a v e  a n  in te r v ie w  
to  th e  n e w sp a p e r  D i a r i o  L a  R i o j a  a b o u t  
s u c h  a  u n iq u e  fi n d . I t  w a s  a  w in e  p re s s  lo -
c a te d  in  t h e  n o r th e rn  s e c to r  o f  t h e  C e lt i-
b e r ia n  c it y , o f  w h ic h  th e  g e n e ra l s t ru c tu re  
h a s  s u r v iv e d : t h e  g ra p e  t re a d in g  b a s in  a n d  
th e  ‘to rc o s ’, t h a t  is , t h e  p o o ls  in to  w h ic h  
th e  p re s s e d  m u s t  ra n . “ I t  w a s  u s e d  a t  t h e  
t im e  o f  t h e  h a r v e s t  a n d  o n c e  t h i s  w a s  
o v e r  i t  w a s  c l e a n e d  a n d  u s e d  f o r  o t h e r  
p u r p o s e s ,  s u c h  a s  s t o r i n g  t h e  w in e  i n  
l a r g e  j a r s ”.
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THE REASON FOR USING SUCH AN 
ICONIC NAME FOR THE 

ONTAÑÓN TEMPRANILLO BLANCO

O n ta ñ ó n  C o n t re b ia  h a s  b e e n  c r e a t e d  t o  
p a y  h o m a g e  t o  t h e  m o s t  d i s t a n t  h i s -
t o r y  o f  v i t i c u l t u r e  i n  R i o j a  t h ro u g h  th e  
fu s io n  w ith  a  R io ja  v a r ie t y  w h ic h  a p p e a re d  
th a n k s  to  a  h a p p y  q u ir k  o f  n a tu re  (*), a  h i s -
t o r y  t h a t  h a s  s e e n  t h e  p a s s i n g  o f  m o r e  
t h a n  t w o  t h o u s a n d  t w o  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  
a n d  w h i c h  i s  e x c i t e d  t o  r e fl e c t  t h e  t i e s  
b e t w e e n  o u r  l a n d  a n d  v i n e  c u l t i v a t i o n  
a n d  w in e m a k i n g .  I t  is  u n d o u b te d ly  o n e  

o f  o u r  m a in  id e n t ify in g  fe a tu re s : h i s t o r i c a l  
v i t i c u l t u r e  a n d  a  v a r i e t y  w h i c h  i n  u n i -
q u e  a n d  i n d i g e n o u s  t o  R i o j a .  

W h a t  b e t te r  c o m b in a t io n  to  n am e  s u c h  
a  R io ja n  w in e  a n d  s o  ro o te d  to  th e  la n d  
w h e re  th e  fi rs t  w in e s  b e g a n  to  b e  m a d e  
in  a  re g io n  w h ic h  o v e r  t h e  c e n tu r ie s  h a s  
b e c o m e  th e  s t a n d a rd  b e a re r  fo r  S p a n is h  
a n d  E u ro p e a n  w in e ?

ProfessorJosé Antonio Hernández Vera, principal investigator at the contrebia leucade site, points out one of the 
original winepresses dating back to the 3rd century BC.

Bunch of white Tempra-
nillo, a variety that was 

added to the Regula-
tory Council’s catalo-

gue in 2008.
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HISTORY OF CONTREBIA LEUCADE

C o n t re b ia  L e u c a d e  is  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  
h is to r ic a lly  in te re s t in g  a n d  a rc h ite c tu ra lly  
c o n s e r v e d  C e lt ib e r ia n  s it e s  in  t h e  Ib e r ia n  
P e n in s u la . I t s  o ld e s t  r e m a in s  d a t e  b a c k  
t o  t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  fi r s t  m i l l e n n i u m  B C .  
T h e  v e s t ig e s  a n d  ru in s  o f  t h e  c it y  a re  lo c a -
te d  w ith in  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f   A g u i l a r  d e l  
R í o  A lh a m a , v e r y  c lo s e  to  t h e  I n e s t r i l l a s  
q u a r te r, a t  t h e  m id -p o in t  o f  t h e  c o u rs e  o f  
t h is  t r ib u ta r y  o n  th e  r ig h t  b a n k  o f  t h e  E b ro , 
a n d  a re  a c c e s s ib le  a n d  o p e n  to  v is it s . 
In  h is  d o c to ra l t h e s is , d e fe n d e d  o n  2 2  M a y  
1 9 7 8 , P ro fe s s o r  J o s é  A n to n io  H e rn á n d e z  
Ve ra  s t a te s  t h e  fi r s t  s e t t l e m e n t  o f  C o n -
t r e b i a  L e u c a d e  w a s  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  h i -
l l t o p  o f  t h e  w e s t e r n  s i d e  a n d  w a s  f o u n -

d e d  i n  a n  a d v a n c e d  m o m e n t  d u r i n g  t h e  
F i r s t  I r o n  A g e .  B e tw e e n  th e  s e c o n d  h a lf  o f  
t h e  4 th  a n d  fi rs t  h a lf  o f  t h e  th ird  c e n tu r ie s  
B C , t h e  p o p u la t io n  o f  t h e  fi rs t  s e t t le m e n t  
w a s  b o o s te d  b y  n e w c o m e rs  f ro m  th e  c e n -
t ra l p la te a u , t h e  M e s e ta , w h o  c ro s s e d  th e  
b a r r ie r  o f  t h e  Ib e r ia n  S y s te m  to  re a c h  th e  
lin e  fo rm e d  b y  th e  E b ro . T h e s e  n e w  i n h a -
b i t a n t s  b e lo n g e d  t o  t h e  A r e v a c o  t r i b e ,  
a  p re -R o m a n , C e lt ib e r ia n  p e o p le  s e t t le d  
in  a n  a re a  b e tw e e n  th e  m o u n ta in s  o f  t h e  
Ib e r ia n  S y s te m  a n d  th e  D u e ro  v a lle y , b o r-
d e r in g  w ith  th e  Va c c e a n s  to  t h e  w e s t , a  t r i-
b e  e s t a b lis h e d  in  t h e  e a s te rn -c e n t ra l p a r t  
o f  t h e  Ib e r ia n  P e n in s u la  in  m o d e rn -d a y  
S p a in . R o m e  fo rm e d  a u x ilia r y  t ro o p s  w ith  
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t h e  A re v a c i fo r  t h e  im p e r ia l a rm y . T h e s e  
g a v e  t h e  s e t t l e m e n t  i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  n a m e  
o f  C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e . W ith  th e ir  a r r iv a l 
it  t o o k  o n  it s  d e fi n it iv e  la y o u t . T h e  s u r fa c e  
a re a  o f  t h e  in it ia l s e t t le m e n t  w a s  s u b s t a n -
t ia lly  in c re a s e d  to w a rd s  th e  v a lle y  a n d  th e  
im m e d ia te  m o u n ta in  a n d  f ro m  th e re  th e y  
fo u g h t  b a c k  th e  a r r iv a l o f  t h e  R o m a n s . 

C O N T R E B I A  T O O K  A C T I V E  P A R T  I N  
T H E  S E R T O R I A N  W A R S .
It  w a s  b e s ie g e d  a n d  t a k e n  in  t h e  y e a r  7 7  
B C , a f t e r  4 0  y e a rs  o f  s ie g e . T h is  fa c t  d id  n o t  
le a d  to  it s  d e s t ru c t io n  o r  a b a n d o n m e n t , a s  
S e r to r iu s  h im s e lf  e s t a b lis h e d  a n  im p o r t a n t  
b a s e  fo r  s u p p lie s  a n d  t ro o p s  in  C o n t re b ia . 

I t  w a s n ’t  u n t i l  t h e  E a r l y  M id d le  A g e s  
t h a t  t h e  s e t t l e m e n t  b e c a m e  u n i n h a b i -
t e d  a f t e r  a  m o r e  p r e c a r i o u s  p e r i o d  o f  
d e c l i n e .

W H A T  D O E S  C O N T R E B I A  L E U C A D E  
M E A N ?
I t s  e t y m o lo g y  i s  C e l t i c  a n d  it  h a s  v a r io u s  
m e a n in g s : g r o u p  o f  d w e l l i n g s ,  c o m m u -
n a l  l i v i n g ,  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  h o u s e s ,  s e t t l e -
m e n t .  
In  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  R io ja n  s e t t le m e n t , t h e  
p la c e -n am e  is  q u a lifi e d  w ith  th e  a d je c t i-
v e  ‘L e u c a d e ’, w h ic h  re fe rs  to  t h e  c o lo u r  
w h i t e  s o  th a t  t a k e n  to g e th e r, C o n t r e b i a  
L e u c a d e  m e a n s  “ W h i t e  C i t y ’.

José Antonio Hernández Vera, at the Contrebia Leucade site.
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“We are, by a long 
way, dealing here 
with the oldest wine 
presses in the whole 
of La Rioja”

WINE IN CONTREBIA

J o s é  A n t o n io  H e r n á n d e z  V e r a , a rc h a e o -
lo g is t  a n d  d ire c to r  o f  th e  e x c a v a t io n s , e x -
p la in e d  h o w  w in e  w a s  m a d e  in  C o n t re b ia : 
“T h e  b a s in , w h e re  th e  g ra p e s  w e re  t ro d d e n , 
is  th e  fu n d am e n ta l e le m e n t . T h e  m u s t  fe ll 
in to  th e  ta n k s . F ro m  h e re  it  w a s  re m o v e d  
a n d  p o u re d  in to  la rg e  d o lia  o r  e a r th e n w a -
re  v a ts , w h e re  fe rm e n ta t io n  to o k  p la c e . 
S ig n ifi c a n t  p ie c e s  o f th e s e  v e s s e ls  h a v e  
b e e n  fo u n d  fi llin g  th e  p o o ls . I t  i s  c u r i o u s  
b e c a u s e  o n e  o f  t h e  f r a g m e n t s  b e a r s  t w o  
I b e r i a n  le t t e r s  b e lo n g in g  t o  t h e  la n g u a -
g e  s p o k e n  b y  t h e  in h a b i t a n t s  w h o  w e r e  
l i v in g  in  t h e  c i t y  b e f o r e  t h e  R o m a n  c o n -
q u e s t ”.  

H e rn á n d e z  Ve ra , w h o  is  a ls o  Em e r itu s  p ro -
fe s s o r  o f  P re h is to r y  a t  th e  U n iv e rs it y  o f Z a -
ra g o z a , s t re s s e s  th a t  “ b y  a  lo n g  w a y , t h e s e  
a r e  t h e  o ld e s t  w in e  p r e s s e s  i n  t h e  w h o le  
o f  L a  R io j a . T h e re  a re  tw o  p e r fe c t ly  c o n s e r-
v e d  e x am p le s  a n d  a n o th e r  th re e  w h ic h  a re  
n o t  c o m p le te . It  is  c le a r  th a t  th e  in h a b ita n ts  
o f  C o n t re b ia  w e re  s y s te m a t ic a lly  m a k in g  
w in e . A s  w e ll a s  th e s e  s t ru c tu re s , th e re  a re  
a ls o  ro o m s  d e v o te d  to  s to r in g  la rg e  d o lia”.

T h e  t h r e e  w i n e  p r e s s e s  d i s c o v e r e d  i n  

C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e  b e l o n g e d  t o  p r i -
v a t e  h o m e s  a n d  w e r e  l o c a t e d  o n  t h e  
g r o u n d  fl o o r  o f  t h e  h o u s e s .  T h e  fi rs t , 
w h ic h  w a s  d is c o v e re d  in  t h e  n in e te e n  n i-
n e t ie s , w a s  id e n t ifi e d  a s  b e in g  s im p ly  a n  
in d u s t r ia l t y p e  o f  in s t a lla t io n , b u t  it  w a s  “in  
v e r y  p o o r  s t a te  o f  c o n s e r v a t io n ”. 

T h e  s e c o n d  w a s  fo u n d  in  th e  s o u th e r-
n m o s t  p o in t  o f  t h e  c it y  in  2 0 0 4  a n d  w a s  
b e t te r  c o n s e r v e d , b u t  t h e  th ird  w in e  p re s s , 
d is c o v e re d  in  2 0 1 1 , is  m u c h  b ig g e r  t h a n  
th e  e a r lie r  o n e s , w h i c h  w o u ld  s e e m  t o  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  w o u ld  b e  
g r e a t e r  t h a n  n e e d e d  f o r  t h e  f a m i l y ’s  
c o n s u m p t i o n  a n d  t h a t ,  i n  p a r t ,  i t  w o u ld  
b e  s o ld  i n  t h e  s e t t l e m e n t  a n d  i n  n e i g h -
b o u r i n g  c i t i e s .

C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e  c a n  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  
t h e  p l a c e  w h e r e  t h e  fi r s t  s t e p s  i n  w in e -
m a k i n g  w e r e  t a k e n  i n  t h e  l a n d s  w h i c h  
a r e  n o w a d a y s  p a r t  o f  L a  R i o j a  a n d  t h a t  
t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  t h e s e  l a n d s  w e r e  
m a k i n g  w in e  i n  a  v e r y  s im i l a r  w a y  t o  
t h a t  w h i c h  w a s  s t i l l  b e i n g  e m p lo y e d  i n  
m a n y  h o u s e s  a n d  b o d e g a  q u a r t e r s  u n -
t i l  o n l y  a  f e w  d e c a d e s  a g o .
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TEMPRANILLO BLANCO

Te m p ra n illo  b la n c o  is  a n  id e n t ity  b a d g e  fo r  
R io ja  a s  it  is  u n iq u e  to  o u r D e n o m in a c ió n  
d e  O rig e n  C a lifi c a d a  a n d  c a n n o t  b e  fo u n d  
a n yw h e re  e lse  in  th e  w o rld . Its  o r ig in s  s te m  
fro m  a  n a tu ra l m u ta t io n  d e te c te d  in  a  v in e -
y a rd  in  M u rillo  d e  R io  Le za  (R io ja  O rie n ta l), a t  
th e  e n d  o f th e  e ig h t ie s . In  1 9 8 9 , a  g r o w e r  
n a m e d  J e s ú s  G a l i le a  d i s c o v e r e d  a  w h i-
t e  g r a p e  s p u r  o n  a n  o ld  r e d  t e m p r a n i l lo  
v in e  p la n t . H e  p r u n e d  t h e  m u t a n t  s h o o t  
a n d  t h is  w a s  t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  b i r t h  o f  a  
1 0 0 %  p u r e  R io j a n  v a r ie t y , w h ic h  in  2 0 0 8  
w a s  a d d e d  t o  t h e  l i s t  o f  a p p r o v e d  g r a p e s  
in  t h e  D O C a  R io j a  c a t a lo g u e .  

F r o m  t h e  b u d s  o f  t h a t  m u t a n t  s h o o t , a  
n e w  v a r ie t y  w a s  c lo n e d , a l lo w in g  n e w  
w h i t e  w in e s  w i t h  g r e a t  o e n o lo g ic a l  p o -
t e n t ia l  t o  b e  p r o d u c e d  a n d  w h ic h  t o d a y  
h a s  s p r e a d  t o  a  S u r f a c e  a r e a  o f  n e a r ly  8 0 0  
h e c t a r e s  in  t h e  D e n o m in a c ió n  d e  O r ig e n  
C a l ifi c a d a  (D O C a ) R io j a .  

A  re se a rc h  g ro u p  fro m  th e  In s t itu to  d e  C ie n -
c ia s  d e  la  V id  y  d e l V in o  (IC VV ) id e n t ifie d  th e  
c a u se  o f th e  m u ta t io n  a n d  it  o r ig in a te s  in  
c o m p le x  re o rg a n isa t io n  o f th e  p la n t ’s  g e n o -
m e  th a t  fo llo w s  th e  ty p ic a l m o d e ls  o f a  p ro -
c e s s  k n o w n  a s  c h ro m o th rip s is . T h is  p h e n o -
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A bunch of white Tempranillo grapes from the original mutation, owned by winemaker Jesús Galilea, from 
Murillo de Río Leza.

m e n o n  in v o lv e s  th e  m a ss iv e  fra g m e n ta t io n  
o f so m e  o f th e  c h ro m o so m e s  w h ic h  fo rm  
p a r t  o f th e  o rg a n ism ’s  g e n o m e . In  th e  Te m -
p ra n illo  b la n c o  th is  re m o d e llin g  le d  to  th e  
lo s s  o f g e n e t ic  in fo rm a t io n  in c lu d in g  th e  g e -
n e s  n e c e s sa ry  fo r th e  g ra p e  sk in s  to  a c c u m u -
la te  th e  a n th o c y a n in  p ig m e n ts  re sp o n s ib le  
fo r th e ir c o lo u r. T h e  IC VV  S tu d y  sh o w e d  th a t  
th e  c h ro m o th rip s is  c a n  o c c u r n a tu ra lly  d u -
rin g  th e  p la n ts’ g ro w th , e sp e c ia lly  in  w o o d y  
sp e c ie s  w h ic h , a s  in  th e  c a se  o f th e  v in e , c a n  
m u lt ip ly  v e g e ta t iv e ly  fo r c y c le s . S in c e  its  a u -
th o risa t io n  in  2 0 0 8 , te m p ra n illo  b la n c o  h a s  
b e c o m e  th e  se c o n d  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  w h ite  

g ra p e  v a rie ty  o f th e  D O C  R io ja  in  te rm s  o f  
su r fa c e  a re a  p la n te d , w h ic h  sh o w s  th e  a c -
c e p ta n c e  th e  g ra p e  h a s  re c e iv e d  am o n g  
R io ja  g ro w e rs  a n d  b o d e g a s . 

A s  a  v a r ie t y  d e r iv e d  f r o m  T e m p r a n i l lo , i t  
s h a r e s  w i t h  m a n y  o f  t h e  m o r p h o lo g ic a l  
f e a t u r e s  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t , r e s i s t a n c e  
t o  p e s t s  a n d  d is e a s e s , p h e n o lo g ic a l  b e -
h a v io u r  a n d  a d a p t a t io n  t o  t h e  g r o w in g  
c o n d i t io n s  in  t h e  D O C  R io j a , w h ic h  f a c i-
l i t a t e s  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  i t s  c u lt iv a t io n  in  
s im i la r  c o n d i t io n s  t o  t h e  t y p ic a l  o n e s  f o r  
t e m p r a n i l lo .



THE PRODUCTION OF
ONTAÑÓN CONTREBIA

O n e  o f  t h e  k e y s  in  t h e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  t h is  
w in e  is  t h e  e a r ly  m o rn in g  h a r v e s t in g  s o  
th a t  t h e  b e r r ie s  d o  n o t  e x c e e d  te n  d e g re e s  
c e n t ig ra d e  a n d  th e  a ro m a t ic  p ro p e r t ie s  o f  
t h e  te m p ra n illo  b la n c o  re m a in  p ro te c te d  
to  th e  m a x im u m . “ W i t h  t h e  c o ld  t h e  
a r o m a s  o f  t h e  f r u i t  a r e  m a in t a i n e d .  W e  
r e g a r d  t h i s  p r o c e s s  a s  e s s e n t i a l  i n  t h e  
b o d e g a .  T h e  h e a l t h  o f  t h e  v i n e y a r d  i s  
a l s o  v i t a l .  T h a t ’s  w h y  w e  t a k e  s o  m u c h  
c a r e  i n  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  g r a p e s ” , e x -
p la in s  R u b é n  P é r e z  C u e v a s , t h e  b o d e g a ’s  
w in e m a k e r.
In  t h e  b o d e g a , fi rs t  t h e  m u s t  u n d e rg o e s  
g e n t le  m a c e ra t io n  w ith  th e  s k in s  b e fo re  
fe rm e n ta t io n  s o  a s  to  a c h ie v e  th e  m a x i-
m u m  e x t ra c t io n  o f  t h e  a ro m a t ic  p o te n -
t ia l. “ W i t h  t h i s  m a c e r a t i o n  w e  s e e k  t o  
g i v e  t h e  w in e  m o r e  b o d y  a n d  a  L i t t l e  
m o r e  v o lu m e  a n d  t o  fi n d  a  m o r e  i n -
t e n s e  a n d  c o m p le x  a r o m a t i c  p r o fi -
l e ” , s t re s s e s  R u b é n .

T h e  o r i g i n  o f  t h e  p r e -f e r m e n t a t i v e  m a -
c e r a t i o n  a s  a  t e c h n i q u e  f o r  im p r o v i n g  
e x t r a c t i o n  c o m e s  f r o m  B u r g u n d y , a s  t h e  
re s u lt  o f  t h e  c o ld  te m p e ra tu re s  a t  h a r v e s t  
t im e  w a s  th a t  t h e  g ra p e s  a r r iv e d  a t  t h e  w i-
n e r y  a t  v e r y  lo w  te m p e ra tu re s  a n d  it  to o k  
a  fe w  d a y s  fo r  s p o n ta n e o u s  fe rm e n ta t io n  
to  b e g in .  T h e  F re n c h  w in e m a k e rs  re a lis e d  
th e  b e n e fi t s  o f  t h is  d e la y  a n d  b e g a n  lo o -
k in g  fo r  a  s y s te m  to  le n g th e n  th is  p re -fe r-
m e n ta t iv e  p ro c e s s  b e c a u s e  it  m u l t i p l i e d  
t h e  t r a n s f e r  o f  c o m p o u n d s .

T h e  n e x t  s te p  is  v e r y  g e n t le  p re s s in g  a n d  
v ia  a  fl o ta t io n  s y s te m , th e  m u s t  is  c le a n e d  
o f  im p u r it ie s . T h e  f e r m e n t a t i o n  s t a r t s  
f r o m  c o ld  a n d  c o n t i n u e s  a t  a  c o n t r o l l e d  
t e m p e r a t u r e  o f  1 6  d e g r e e s  f o r  1 5  d a y s .  

O n e  o f  t h e  k e y s  o f  o u r  O N T A Ñ Ó N  C O N -
T R E B IA  i s  t h e  m e t h o d i c a l  w o r k i n g  o f  
t h e  l e e s .



B U T  W H A T  A R E  T H E  L E E S  O F  A  W I N E ?
T h e  l e e s  a r e  t h e  s o l i d  s e d im e n t  w h i c h  
p r e c i p i t a t e s  d u r i n g  t h e  w in e m a k i n g  
p r o c e s s .  S p e c ifi c a lly , t h e y  a re  t h e  y e a s t  
c e lls  a n d  re m a in s  o f  s k in s  a n d  p u lp  (in a c -
t iv e  y e a s t , la c t ic  b a c te r ia , fa t t y  a c id s  a n d  
p o ly p h e n o ls ) w h ic h  re m a in  in  s u s p e n s io n  
in  t h e  w in e  a f te r  fe rm e n ta t io n  a n d  fi n a lly  
s e t t le  to  t h e  b o t to m  o f  t h e  t a n k .  T h e  l a r -
g e r  l e e s  a r e  r e m o v e d  i n  t h e  fi r s t  r a c k i n g  
a n d  o n l y  t h e  s o -c a l l e d  fi n e  l e e s  a r e  r e -
t a i n e d ,  w h ic h  a re  t h e  o n e s  w h ic h  c o n ta in  
th e  b e s t  o rg a n o le p t ic  p ro p e r t ie s , a s  w e ll a s  
p ro v id in g  th e  w in e  w ith  a  b e t te r  re s p o n s e  

to  o th e r  n e g a t iv e  p ro c e s s e s  s u c h  a s  o x id a -
t io n  a n d  re d u c t io n .

A g e in g  w ith  th e  fi n e  le e s  b r in g s  m a n y  b e -
n e fi t s , f ro m  g r e a t e r  u n c t u o u s n e s s  a n d  
v o lu m e  to  th e  p ro p e r t y  o f  re d u c in g  a s -
t r in g e n c y . A n o th e r  v e r y  b e n e fi c ia l a s p e c t  
is  t h a t  t h e y  h e lp  fi x  a r o m a s ,  c o m p le x i t y  
a n d  p r o v i d e  r i c h e r  n u a n c e s .  A s  th e y  c o n -
ta in  y e a s t , th e  le e s  a ls o  h e lp  fe rm e n ta t io n .  
B a k e rs ’ s h o p  a n d  p a s t r y  a ro m a s  a re  t y p ic a l 
o f  th e  le e s , b u t  th e y  a ls o  h a v e  th e  a b ilit y  to  
h e lp  h e ig h te n  th e  t y p ic a l a ro m a s  o f th e  v a -
r ie t y , in  th is  c a s e  te m p ra n illo  b la n c o .

View of the fine lees inside the barrel during the punching down.



EL BAZUQUEO

I n  O N TA Ñ Ó N  C O N T R E B IA  w e  p e r f o r m  a  
t e c h n iq u e  k n o w n  a s  b a z u q u e o , w h ic h  
is  c a lle d  b â to n n ag e  in  F re n c h  an d  c o n s is ts  in  
s t irrin g  th e  w in e  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f a n  L-sh ap e d  
p o le  (b â to n , in  F re n c h , h e n c e  th e  n am e  o f th e  
te c h n iq u e ) so  th a t th e  le e s, w h ic h  a re  a t th e  
b o tto m  o f th e  v a t, a re  p la c e d  in  su sp e n s io n . 

T h i s  m o t io n  p r o d u c e s  a  p h e n o m e n o n  
k n o w n  a s  a u t o ly s i s ,  w h i c h  c o n s i s t s  i n  
b r e a k in g  t h e  c e l l  w a l l s  o f  t h e  fi n e s t  le e s ,  
w h i c h  a s  t h e y  p a s s  i n t o  t h e  w in e , b r in g  
t h e  b e n e fi t s  w e  h a v e  d e s c r ib e d  a b o v e .

F o r  o u r  o e n o lo g is t , R u b é n  P é re z  C u e v a s , 
t h is  w o rk  is  c ru c ia l: “ W e  p e r f o r m  i t  w i t h  
t h e  u t m o s t  c a r e  a n d  i n  a  s y s t e m a t i c  
w a y  b e c a u s e  t h e  w o r k  w i t h  t h e s e  fi n e  
l e e s  h e lp s  u s  g r e a t l y  i n  t h e  e x t r a c t i o n  
o f  fl a v o u r ,  t e x t u r e  a n d  a r o m a  f r o m  t h i s  
v a r i e t y ,  w h i c h  i s  s o  s p e c i a l ,  a n d  w h i c h  
w e  p r e s e n t  i n  t h i s  w in e  w i t h  n o  c o n t r i -
b u t i o n  f r o m  t h e  w o o d .  I t  i s  a  s i n g le  v a -
r i e t y  w in e  p a r  e x c e l l e n c e ,  i n  w h i c h  w e  
f a c e  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  h e lp i n g  t h e  t e m -
p r a n i l l o  b l a n c o  t o  e x p r e s s  i t s e l f  i n  i t s  
s h a r p e s t ,  m o s t  p a r e d  d o w n  d im e n s i o n ”.

Rubén Pérez Cuevas, winemaker at Ontañón, in the vineyard.



1 . - A  C e l t i b e r i a n  c i t y
It  is  t h e  fi rs t  h a lf  o f  t h e  n am e  o f  a  c it y  o f  
C e lt ib e r ia n  o r ig in  lo c a te d  in  A g u ila r  d e l R ío  
A lh am a  (R io ja  O r ie n ta l).

2 . - O r I g i n s
It s  o r ig in s  d a te  b a c k  to  t h e  B ro n z e  A g e  
a n d  a f te r  v a r io u s  s t a g e s , s u c h  a s  t h e  C e lt i-
b e r ia n , R o m a n  a n d  V is ig o th  s e t t le m e n t s , it  
w a s  a b a n d o n e d  in  t h e  9 th  c e n tu r y .

3 . - E t y m o l o g y  o f  t h e  n a m e
T h e  n am e  is  o f  C e lt ic  e t ym o lo g y  a n d  h a s  
v a r io u s  m e a n in g s : g ro u p  o f  d w e llin g s , 
c o m m u n a l liv in g , a n d  c o lle c t io n  o f  h o u -
s e s .  In  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  R io ja n  s e t t le m e n t , 
t h e  p la c e -n am e  is  q u a lifi e d  w ith  th e  a d -
je c t iv e  ‘L e u c a d e ’, w h ic h  re fe rs  to  t h e  c o lo u r  
w h ite  s o  th a t  t a k e n  to g e th e r, C o n t re b ia  
L e u c a d e  m e a n s  “W h ite  C it y ’.

4 . - C o n t r e b i a  i s  t h e  p l a c e  o f  o r i g i n  o f  
R i o j a n  w i n e  f u r t h e s t  b a c k  i n  t im e .  
C o n t re b ia  L e u c a d e  c a n  b e  c o n s id e re d  th e  

p la c e  w h e re  th e  fi rs t  s te p s  in  w in e m a k in g  
w e re  t a k e n  in  L a  R io ja .  C o n t re b ia  L e u c a d e  
is  t h e  o ld e s t  e v id e n c e  in  R io ja  o f  p e o p le  
w o rk in g  in  v it ic u lt u re . 

T h e  d ire c to r  o f  t h e  e x c a v a t io n s , J o s é  A n -
to n io  H e rn á n d e z  Ve ra , s p o k e  o f  t h e  D is c o -
v e r y  o f  a  w in e  p re s s  in  t h e  n o r th e rn  s e c to r  
o f  t h e  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s it e , o f  w h ic h  th e  
g e n e ra l s t ru c tu re  h a s  s u r v iv e d : t h e  g ra p e  
t re a d in g  b a s in  a n d  th e  ‘to rc o s ’, t h a t  is , t h e  
p o o ls  in to  w h ic h  th e  m u s t  fe ll.  

“I t  w a s  u s e d  a t  h a r v e s t  t im e  a n d  o n c e  th is  
w a s  o v e r, it  w a s  c le a n e d  a n d  u s e d  fo r  o th e r  
p u rp o s e s , s u c h  a s  s to r in g  th e  w in e  in  la rg e  
e a r th e n w a re  ja rs  “.

A m o n g  it s  s to n e s  a n d  la n d  in  2 0 0 3  th e  fi rs t  
w in e  p re s s  w a s  fo u n d  w h ic h  th e  in h a b i-
t a n t s  o f  t h e s e  la n d s  u s e d  to  m a k e  w in e  in  a  
w a y  w h ic h  w a s  v e r y  s im ila r  to  t h a t  e m p lo -
y e d  in  m a n y  b o d e g a  q u a r te rs  o f  L a  R io ja  
u n t il t h e  m id d le  o f  t h e  2 0 th  c e n tu r y .   

WHAT IS CONTREBIA?
The keys to wine

Why is contrebia identified with the tempranillo 
blanco from Ontañón?

1 . - I t  i s  a  h i s t o r i c a l  s p a c e  i n  R i o j a  B a j a  
– R i o j a  O r i e n t a l .  T h e  c r a d l e  o f  o u r  w i -
n e s ,  l a n d  o f  o u r  v i n e y a r d s  a n d  t h e  o r i -
g i n  o f  o u r  f a m i l y .

2 . - T h e  t e m p r a n i l l o  b l a n c o  v a r i e t y ,  
u n i q u e  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  o r i g i n a t e s  f r o m  

a  t o w n  i n  R i o j a  O r i e n t a l  a n d  i s  s o m e -
t h i n g  e x c l u s i v e  t o  o u r  D O C A  R I O J A .  
A n d  C o n t r e b i a  i s  t h e  W h i t e  C i t y .

3 . - I n  C o n t r e b i a  L e u c a d e  t h e  e a r l i e s t  
v e s t i g e s  o f  w i n e  g r o w i n g  i n  L a  R i o j a  
a p p e a r  f o r  t h e  fi r s t  t im e .
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C o lo u r : S traw -ye llo w  w ith  g re e n ish  g lin ts .
 
A r o m a : A  v e ry  e le g a n t  n o se  w ith  a ro m a s  o f  
p in e a p p le , b a n a n a  a n d  c o o k in g  a p p le s , a s  
w e ll a s  su b t le  h in ts  o f w h ite  b lo s so m .
 
T a s t e : Its  fre sh n e ss , b a la n c e d  a c id ity  a n d  
th e  se n sa t io n  o f v o lu m e  in  th e  m o u th  a re  
w h a t  s ta n d  o u t  in  th is  w in e . W ith  a  lo n g , 
lin g e rin g  fin ish .

ONTAÑÓN CONTREBIA
Tasting notes
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