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The Grape
Albariño has long been the flagship of DO Rías Baixas, a coastal, 
Atlantic region in Spain's northwest Galicia area. In fact, the two are 
so interconnected that the DO was first named Albariño—but in 
1986, when Spain entered the E.U., the denomination was officially 
changed to Rías Baixas. Nonetheless, the ties between the region 
and its superstar variety run very deep. More than any other region 
in Spain, 99% of all wine produced in Rías Baixas is white—and 
Albariño represents 90% of all plantings.

Albariño, at its ripest, can taste of rich stone fruits (peaches, nec-
tarines and apricots) interlaced with their own fuzzy skins. It can 
appear as perfumed and weighted as Viognier or Gewürztraminer, 
or mistaken for Riesling in blind tastings with its tell-tale mineral 
traces. In fact, Albariño literally means “white grape from the Rhine.”  
The grape's thick skin and high ratio of skins and pips to flesh gives 
Albariño an intense aromatic profile. The wines show aromas of 
green apple, honeysuckle, citrus, ripe melon, peach, pear, and apricot. 
Often released without oak aging, Albariño is fruity yet bone-dry 
with bright acidity, mineral overtones, and moderate alcohol. 

Northern subzones
Ribeira do Ulla: The newest Rías Baixas 
sub-zone, this area was registered in 2000 
and is composed mostly of alluvial soil. It is 
located inland, just southeast of Santiago de 
Compostela, and east of Padrón.

Val do Salnés: Val do Salnés is known as the 
birthplace of the Albariño grape. Located on 
the Atlantic coast, it surrounds the historic 
town of Cambados. This is the original and old-
est sub-zone, with the most area under vine 
and the highest concentration of wineries. The 
soil is granitic and rocky, with alluvial topsoil. It 
is also the coolest and wettest sub-zone, with 
an average temperature of just 55° F. 

Central subzone
Soutomaior: Nestled in the hills at the head 
of the Ría de Vigo, it is the smallest of the sub-
zones and was registered in 1996. Soils are 
light and sandy over granite bedrock.

Southern subzones
Condado do Tea: “The County of Tea” is 
named after the River Tea, a tributary of the 
Miño. Located in a fairly mountainous area 
along the Miño, this is the second largest sub-
zone, with granite-slate soils. Located the most 
inland, it is a warmer, drier area, with an aver-
age temperature of 59° F. 

O Rosal: Also lying along the Miño River 
where it joins the Atlantic Ocean, this sub-zone 
forms the border with Portugal. With granite 
bedrock and alluvial topsoil, the vineyards are 
terraced along the sides of the Miño. 

Albariño

Somm Journal Aug/Sept_102-148.indd   111 7/27/16   2:47 PM

http://www.SOMMjournal.com


112 { THE SOMM JOURNAL } AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2016

The Terroir
The soils of Rías Baixas are fairly uniform 
in profile, with hard granite as underlying 
rock. The wet, coastal climate also supports 
mineral-rich alluvial top soils, a combina-
tion of clay, silt, sand and gravel that forms 
over time from deposits left by running 
water. There is a limited amount of organic 
material in the soil, and an extremely high 
level of minerality, creating ideal conditions 
to produce aromatic and crisp Albariño.

Galicia bears a stronger resemblance 
to the green fields and rocky coasts of 
Ireland than to the classic images of Spain’s 
drier Castilian plains. Often referred to as 
Green Spain, the hillsides of Galicia recall 
the ancient Celtic history of the region, 
and are covered in mist that shrouds gran-
ite castles, vineyards and manor houses. 
Mother Nature does not grant an emerald 
landscape without a price: high rainfall. The 
region’s proximity to the Atlantic Ocean 
brings a cool maritime climate with ample 
rain balanced by more than 2,200 hours 
of abundant sunshine during the critical 
growing and ripening season for Albariño. 

The Land
According to local legend, the 
Rías Baixas inlets are the traces 
left by the fingers of God’s 
hand. Rías Baixas is Galician for 
“lower estuaries” and refers to 
four arms of the sea—including 
the Ría de Pontevedra and the 
Ría de Vigo�located in Galicia. 
These are deep, wide inlets 
of water, reaching many miles 
inland from the Atlantic Ocean. 
Their mix of fresh and salt water 
sustains perhaps the world’s 
richest maritime life—and also 
contribute to the distinctive, 
lush geography of the region
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Culinary 
Culture
In Galicia, Albariño has been a long-
time favorite to wash down regional 
soft cheese like the local tetilla, but 
Rías Baixas Albariño’s most natural 
pairing companions come from the 
sea. The estuaries of Rías Baixas pro-
vide an abundance of fresh seafood, 
especially scallops. 

Katie Button, owner and executive 
chef of Cúrate, a world renowned 
Spanish tapas restaurant in Asheville, 
North Carolina tells us about Galician 
culinary culture.  “What I love about 
Spain is that each region has its 
own distinct food culture.  Galicia is 
extremely unique and is the home 
of some of my favorite dishes that 
we prepare in our restaurant such 
as octopus with pimentón and olive 
oil or bacalao, which we use to make 
Brandada. Doing research for my 
cookbook has also allowed to me 
to further explore the traditions of 
Galicia like my version of Tarta de 
Santiago, an almond cake that I add 
a little brandy and sherry to the fin-
ished product; and empanada gallega, 
a savory tart made with tuna, pep-
pers, and hard-boiled egg... I think it 
is the combination of the products of 
the land and the products of the sea 
coming together that makes Galicia 
so unique.”

Wine Editor and Certified Sommelier Jessie Birschbach (JABS), along with Advanced 
Sommelier and Deputy Editor Allyson Gorsuch (AG), sampled through fifteen Albariños 
(and blends), from a selection of esteemed wineries in Rías Baixas. Read on for their 
tasting notes!

Veiga Naúm (Bodegas Riojanas) 2015 
Albariño, RÍas Baixas Veiga Naúm special-
izes in 100% Albariño wines sourced from 

small plots of vineyards with an average age of fifteen years, planted in the center 
of the Salnés growing area.

Papaya, white peach, candle wax, and a pithy lemon finish in this 100% Albariño from 
the Salnés Valley. —JABS

Pazo de Señorans 2015 Albariño, Rías 
Baixas Pazo de Señorans is a family busi-
ness on the site of a sixteenth century Pazo. 

The winery is entirely focused on the Albariño variety, honoring the typicity of the 
Albariño and its aging capacity.

Pineapple, green apple and green banana. Tangy, piquant capers. 100% Albariño 
aged on lees for five months. —JABS

Paco & Lola 2014 Albariño, Val do 
Salnés Founded in 2005, Paco & Lola is 
the fruit of a business initiative of a group 

of independent winegrowers from O Salnés who wanted to take their produc-
tion to the highest professional level. These growers formed a cooperative called 
“Sociedad Cooperativa Vitivinícola Arousana,” which has over 400 members, mak-
ing it the largest cooperative in DO Rías Baixas. Paco & Lola has almost 500 acres 
of vineyards situated over more than 1800 plots of land, typical of Galician small 
holdings.

100% Albariño made from free-run must. Pineapple, cantaloupe, and orange blossom 
moves into lemony citrus and a smattering of celery salt. Starts out fruity, ends up 
savory. —AG

Morgadío 2015 Albariño, Condado do 
Tea Morgadío is the easternmost inland 
estate of DO Rías Baixas, located in the 

sub-region of Condado do Tea. It was one of the first wineries to join the Rías 
Baixas appellation, with most of its vineyards planted on an experimental basis 
before the appellation was created.

Juicy lemon, yellow grapefruit, white peach, ripe pear and a honeycombed texture. 
100% Albariño from Condado do Tea aged sur lie for two months. —AG

Pazo San Mauro 2014 Albariño, Condado 
do Tea The Pazo San Mauro winery, located 
in DO Rías Baixas, was acquired in 2003 by 

Marqués de Vargas Family Wines & Estates from Rioja. Since then, the new owners 
have invested heavily in both the restoration of its magnificent buildings and the 
construction of a new wine cellar, with advanced technologies.

100% Albariño from Condado do Tea in which lemon blossoms on the nose give way 
to peach, yellow apple, pineapple and a pinch of truffled-sea salt. —JABS

Highlighted Wineries/Tasting Notes

Katie Button, Chef/Owner 
of Cúrate in Asheville, 
North Carolina.
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Señorío de Rubiós Robaliño 2015 
Albariño, Condado do Tea Established in 
2003, Señorío de Rubiós currently has 105 

partners working together to combine traditional and modern values in their wine-
making. The Miño River runs through Señorío de Rubiós in the Condado do Tea 
sub-zone. With innovation comes a respect for the natural expression of Albariño, 
driven by meticulous viticulture and strict harvest standards. 

Just ripe stone fruit: apricot, white nectarine and cinnamon spice. On the palate, 
white flowers, chamomile tea, lavender and ripe yellow apple and a bright, citrusy finish 
with good weight on the mid-palate. —AG

Altos de Torona Rosal 2015, Rías Baixas 
Altos de Torona is a 250-acre vineyard and 
winery located on the slope of Mount 

Galelo in the Tomiño area of Pontevedra. Although near the Atlantic and the Miño 
River, the estate’  s mid-slope location protects it from the moisture of the val-
ley and the extreme cold of the summit. A southern orientation ensures ample 
sunshine for healthy ripening of the grapes.

A honeysuckled, tropical like nose, even some banana. On the palate, white peaches, 
tangerine and a pithy finish on this blend that touts itself as a “triple varietal,” including 
Albariño, Caiño and Louriero. —JABS

Condes de Albarei 2015 Albariño, Val 
do Salnés Condes de Albarei was founded 
in 1988 by a small group of vine growers 

from the Salnés Valley. The first Spanish white wine to earn a Gold Medal at the 
Challenge International du Vin in Bordeaux in 1991, Condes de Albarei continues 
to earn the highest recognition in international competitions.

Smells like the seashore. Salt, sand, lemon rind and under-ripe white peach. Riper 
citrus on the palate, like tangerine with apricot pit and hint of mind on a mineral-laden 
finish. 100% Albariño, free-run juice. —AG

Rectoral do Umia Viñabade 2014 
Albariño, Rías Baixas Rectoral do Umia 
is located in the Salnés sub-zone of DO 

Rías Baixas, where the Albariño grape is known for its unparalleled quality and 
concentration. Rectoral do Umia was founded in 2009 by the Bodegas Gallegas 
Group, and benefits from the group’s deep, collective experience acquired over 
more than 50 years in the wine industry. 

Green pineapple, yellow apple and under-ripe pear to start and yet overall this 100% 
Albariño offers a citrusy, clean palate. —AG

La Val 2014 Albariño, Condado do Tea 
La Val, founded in 1985, was one of the first 
wineries in the region to source grapes 

only from its own vineyards. These vineyards span more than 148 acres in the sub-
region of Condado do Tea and O Rosal, and are divided into four estates located 
in the villages of Salvatierra de Miño, As Neves and Tui, where they enjoy a very 
favorable microclimate that allows for healthy ripening of the grapes.

The show opens with green apple, but then there is a secondary character of lemon 
blossom along with a mineral driven through-line in this 100% Albariño from three 
choice estate vineyards in Condado do Tea. —JABS

The People: 
Wine & Culture

The history of the Rías Baixas DO dates 
back to 1980, when an official denomi-
nation was created specifically for the 
Albariño grape variety. When Spain 
entered the European Union in 1986, 
however, the denomination was changed 
to Rías Baixas, as E.U. wine laws did not 
recognize a DO named for a single grape 
variety. Since 1988, the DO has complied 
with all Spanish and E.U. wine regulations. 
The Rías Baixas DO is regulated by the 
Consejo Regulador, a local governing 
body that ensures adherence to permit-
ted grape varieties, viticultural practices, 
winemaking and aging procedures. 

Wines labeled with one of the north-
ern subzones (Val do Salnés and Ribiera 
do Ulla) must contain a minimum of 
70% Albariño. The southern subzone (O 
Rosal and Condado do Tea) specifies 70% 
Albariño and any blend of Loureira or 
Treixadura. The DO of Rías Baixas permits 
the following types of wines:

Rías Baixas Albariño – must be 100% 
Albariño; sourced from any sub-region
Rías Baixas Salnés – 100% Salnés
Rías Baixas Condado – 100% Condado
Rías Baixas Rosal – 100% Rosal
Rías Baixas Barrica – wines aged in oak, 
can be red or white
Rías Baixas Tinto – red wine, less than  
1 % of production
Rías Baixas – 100% sourced from the 
DO Rías Baixas
Rías Baixas Espumoso – sparkling wine, 
limited production

Viticulture
Planting Albariño at the proper height and 
exposure to ensure even, healthy ripening 
is essential to quality. Vines are traditionally 
widely spaced and trained on stone pergolas 
hewn of the same granite as the soils below. 
To counter the region’s rainfall and humidity, 
most vines are trained on a wire trellis called 
a parra anchored by granite posts. Parras 
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Santiago Ruiz 2015 Albariño, O Rosal 
Santiago Ruiz is located in an idyllic, peace-
ful setting surrounded by several acres of 

old vines trellised in the traditional style. Lovingly housed in a charming 17th cen-
tury building, the winery perfectly combines time-honored tradition with the very 
latest advances in technology. The estate is based in the heart of the municipality 
of Tomiño.

Yellow pear and honeydew underscored by wet river rock in this fuller bodied blend 
of Albariño (69%), Loureiro (13%), Godello (5%), Treixadura (9%) and Caiño Blanco 
(4%). �JABS

Castro Martin Family Estate Selection 
Sobre Lías 2014 Albariño, Val do Salnés 
The Martin family have been producing 

Albariño in the village of Barrantes for generations, originally for local consumption 
by friends, family and a few local restaurants. In 1981, Domingo Martin decided it 
was time to expand; he built the current cellar of Bodegas Castro Martin, with a 
capacity of 300,000 liters.

Ripe peach, Meyer lemon, melon and bracing salty acidity in this 100% old vine 
(50-years average age!) Albariño. —JABS

Terra de Asorei Pazo Torrado 2015 
Albariño, Val do Salnés Terra de Asorei is 
an association of top growers belonging to 

DO Rías Baixas who have joined forces to produce premium, 100% Albariño wines. 
With over 172 acres of vineyards, it combines the passion of a family-owned com-
pany with the professionalism of a larger organization to produce three wonderful 
wines: Terra de Asorei, Pazo Torrado and Nai e Señora.

Green apple, white peach, passion fruit, talcum powder, and tongue tingling acid. Love 
this 100% Albariño. —AG

Martín Códax 2014 Albariño, Val do 
Salnés Bodegas Martín Códax was 
founded in 1986 and was named after the 

most well-known Galician troubadour whose medieval poems, the oldest in the 
Galician-Portuguese language, have survived to the present. The wines of Martín 
Códax have won international acclaim and are sold in over 40 countries around the 
world, where they have come to symbolize Galician culture at its finest.

Yellow apple, pear, and green almond play against the bright acid in this hand-picked 
100% Albariño. Four-months lees contact. Excellent value! — JABS

Lagar de Besada Baladiña 2013 Albariño, 
Rías Baixas Founded in 1988, Lagar de 
Besada was one of the first bonded winer-

ies in DO Rías Baixas, committed to producing Albariño. The family takes great 
pride in the selection of the best Albariño grapes; their longstanding dedication 
combined with attention to detail at every stage, and careful production techniques 
such as extended lees aging results in wines of authentic character.

A subtle, leesy nose transforms into pineapple, peach pit and a dash of sea salt. 
Elevated acid yet rounder in texture in this 100% Albariño aged for 12 months in 
tank.  —JABS

are up to seven feet high, allowing breezes 
to flow through for maximum circulation 
to prevent mildew and to promote even 
ripening. In the fall, ripened grape bunches 
form a ceiling-like canopy and are harvested 
by pickers standing on grape bins. Some 
vineyards are replacing the traditional parra 
canopy with a European double cordon 
system or espaldera. Throughout the region, 
yields are low, ranging from three to five 
tons per acre. 

Viniculture Trends & Techniques 
• Pre-fermentation maceration: 

After harvest, the Albariño grapes are 
lightly pressed. The juice, pulp and skins 
are left to macerate at low temperature 
from several hours to several days.

• Wild yeast: Many Rías Baixas wine-
makers now favor fermenting their grapes 
with the native yeasts found in their vineyards. 

• Barrel fermentation and aging: 
Although not common, this is mainly 
used in years of extraordinary ripeness to 
impart additional texture and increase the 
aging potential.

• Malolactic fermentation: Normally 
prevented by the winemaker to maintain 
freshness, some allow their wines to go 
through complete or partial malolactic 
fermentation, producing a rounder, softer 
profile and better aging potential. There 
is a minimum alcohol level of 11.3% for 
Albariño wines, 11.5% for wines aged in 
oak and 11% for other white wine blends. 

• Extended lees contact: This is a 
very common practice in Rías Baixas and 
is a technique that is constantly being per-
fected by winemakers.

Albariño 
literally means 
“white grape 
from the 
Rhine." 
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