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Julia's Portuguese Marathon – Douro

13 Mar 2013 by Julia Harding

See the guide to Julia's Portuguese marathon for further articles in the series - those already published and those set for publication this week.

These 331 tasting notes were taken over an extended period of time while I was selecting my top 50 Portuguese wines, starting back in October 2011, when I visited 
several producers in the Douro Superior, up towards the Spanish border (having visited the heart of the Douro on several other occasions): Quinta da Ervamoira, Quinta do 
Vale do Meão, Quinta do Couquinho and Quinta da Leda (owned by Sogrape). Many of the wines were gathered together at a regional tasting not long after that, and the 
rest were tasted on many and various occasions in Portugal and in London.

Apart from a small group of Dalva ports at the every end, these were all unfortified wines as my remit for the top 50 excluded fortified wines from the Douro and Madeira. 
(The reason is entirely pragmatic and a little dull: ViniPortugal, who run the top 50 programme, do not represent port or madeira, which have their own promotional bodies.) 
But I was delighted to take a break from rich, powerful reds and complex whites to taste these older Dalva tawnies and especially the miraculously fresh sweet old white 
ports - purely for pleasure.

I haven't actually counted, but I wouldn't be in the least bit surprised to find that there are more articles on Douro table wines on this site than there are on the wines of any
other region of Portugal, even though these wines were neglected for many years once port became popular and well established in the 18th century. Most sources would
say that the renaissance of Douro table wines began with Barca Velha in the Douro Superior in the 1950s (see the Oxford Companion entry on the Douro) but it is really in
the last 30 or so years that they have come more widely into their own, with vineyards more obviously cultivated for this specific purpose and winemaking facilities brought 
up to date and able to produce fine wines in the extremely harsh conditions of the Douro Valley.

Today the quality of table wines in the Douro is exceptional, although there is still in my opinion a (diminishing) tendency to overoak these deeply coloured and rich-fruited
nectars. And there is a much wider range of styles than there was even ten years ago, with many more examples revealing finesse, freshness and a specific origin rather 
than a blunderbuss of ripe, sometimes port-like fruit. Many of my favourite red wines have a sort of dark savoury character and very fine, tightly packed tannins, particularly 
in youth, that I am often tempted to describe as coal-like, though I fear that may not sound as positive as it is intended. Whites, too, especially those made from indigenous
varieties, old vines, often field blends, show a wonderful density and complexity that marry well with oak and age remarkably well where freshness has been coaxed and
treasured.

As with each region of Portugal that was part of this marathon, there is so much more to say, a book to be written, but, as Jancis will tell you, we have quite enough of 
those in the pipeline at the moment. If you do want to read more widely on the Douro, I recommend Richard Mayson's recently revised work Port and the Douro, although 
he does focus more on port than on the table wines.

The notes below are presented in alphabetical order by producer (sur)name, and then whites before reds for each one. Only one producer chose to show me a rosé. 
Where I tasted the same wine more than once (ie on different occasions in different locations), I have kept both notes in the hope that they will give a fuller picture rather 
than confuse. NB if you click on the wine name, you can see the date tasted in the more detailed search results. GV = good value; VGV = very good value.

NIEPOORT

Niepoort, Redoma Branco 2010 Douro 17 Drink 2012-2015

Barrel-fermented fruit from old, high-altitude vineyards � field blend.

Gorgeous smoky, oaky mealy nose with a fine orange lift. Complete, creamy but fresh and mineral too. Fragrant and long and already complex with apricot and citrus on 

the finish. (JH) 13%

Niepoort, Redoma Branco Reserva 2010 Douro 17.5 Drink 2012-2018

Field blend of mainly Rabigato, Códega do Larinho, Arinto, Gouveio, Viosinho. Fermented in French oak barriques and 500-litre casks. Nine months on lees, neither malo

nor bâtonnage.

Oak is quite subtle on the nose, less so on the palate at this stage, a touch reductive, but reveals lovely depth of generous fruit underneath, apricot and lemon with a touch 

of orange. Fresh but creamy on the finish. Dry, finely textured and long. Very gentle and elegant overall. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Tiara 2010 Douro 16.5 Drink 2011-2017

Salt and vinegar crisps on the nose at first. Then citrus and mineral. Creamy with a grapefruit pith freshness. Intense, long with a peachy mid palate and finishes fresh.

Surprisingly quite weighty on the palate. Having tasted an older vintage, I know that this has an ageing capacity I would not at first have expected. (JH) 13%

Niepoort, Coche 2010 Douro 18 Drink 2014-2020

A little smoky and reductive, as you would expect for a Coche-Dury tribute wine. Opening up on the nose to intense and minerally citrus, then pure and concentrated on the

palate, with clear citrus combined with something more savoury. Really edgy and fresh even with so much density on the palate. Long and satisfying. Ripe-fruited than the

original but a pretty good imitation. As it warms in the glass the concentration (impressive at this level of alcohol) just builds in the mouth. Very long. (JH) 13.5%
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Niepoort, Bioma 2010 Douro 17 Drink 2012-2014

Tinta Amarela, Touriga Franca, Tinta Roriz, Sousão and Touriga Nacional. Fruit (20-year-old vines) all from Quinta de Nápoles, organic. Fermented in inox with 20%

stems. Malo and 12 months ageing in big old wooden vats (2,000 and 5,000 litre).

Mid purplish cherry colour. Wonderfully pure fresh dark fruit - dark cherry and blackberry � with great freshness, fine and subtle but noticeable fruit tannins. Very good fruit

depth, just a touch of spice and earth, deliciously unoaked. (JH) 13.39%

Niepoort, Drink Me 2009 Douro 16 Drink 2011-2013

Bright red cherry colour. Gentle, fruity - more red than black - but not simple. Lively and fresh with a lightly savoury character (maybe just a little reductive) and juicy finish.

Good length for a wine pitched at easy drinking. Great label, as with all the Niepoort wines, this time with great cartoons. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Drink Me 2008 Douro 16.5 Drink 2011-2013

Deep crimson. Lively peppery dark fruit, great energy and freshness is evident even on the nose. Then a fine leafy palate with more than a suggestion of Cabernet Franc.

Elegant though not desperately long. Silky smooth tannins but the freshness lends structure. Delicious. VGV (JH) 13%

Niepoort, Charme 2009 Douro 17.5 Drink 2013-2024

The first time I tasted Charme was four or five years ago in the Cos tasting room during primeurs week, when Dirk Niepoort turned up and poured this wine (I don't recall 

the vintage) in the middle of all the young Bordeaux. It was a revelation of elegance. This is a little too young to have shed its spicy oak but it is still elegant and fresh. From

sheltered vineyards in the Vale Mendiz in the Pinhão Valley. Fermented in stone lagares with 100% stems. AF and malo finished in French oak, where the wine stayed

another 14 months. Mid ruby. Red fruits plus a more meaty savoury aroma. Silky tannins, lovely freshness and elegance. Very long and fragrant on the finish, even though 

the oak spice is still quite evident. (JH) 14%

Niepoort, Charme 2009 Douro 17 Drink 2013-2020

Tinta Roriz, Touriga Franca and others. 14 months in French oak. Vines 70+ and 100+ years.

Mid crimson (lighter than most in this flight). Delicate red fruits on the nose, quite sweet-smelling, a little earthy. Slight concern as to whether there was just a hint of TCA.

Nevertheless, there is still that freshness and elegance that characterises this wine though there's a slight hardness on the finish. More plum on the palate, dense but lively,

then more savoury on the finish. My score is based on how I think a better bottle would be. Very long. (JH) 14%

Niepoort, Redoma 2009 Douro 17 Drink 2013-2020

Fruit from several north-facing vineyards, vines aged 60+ years. Fermented partly in small steel vats and partly in traditional lagares with food treading. Some stems. 60%

aged in French barriques, the rest in big oak vats.

Deep glowing cherry red. Darker smelling and less fragrant than the Batuta. Pretty closed at the moment. Concentrated and moreish on the palate but with a lightness of

touch and a long savoury finish. Fine minerally dry character. Not austere but not trying to charm. Needs time. (JH) 14%

Niepoort, Redoma 2008 Douro 17.5 Drink 2011-2018

A field blend, but mainly Touriga Franca and Tinta Amarela from north-facing 60- to 120-year-old vines.

Black cherry colour. Such fine tannins that you notice them first. Silky, the texture is the thing. Fine dark fruit. Refined and elegant. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Batuta 2009 Douro 17 Drink 2012-2018

70-year-old vines in a north-facing vineyard at Quinta do Carril, plus some centenarian vines near Quinta da Nápoles. Fermented in steel and in wooden vats with 60 days'

total vatting. Malo and then 22 months in French oak, 40% new. pH 3.56.

Deep cherry red. Refined and lightly scented red fruits with just a hint of oak spice and some riper fruit notes. Silky and juicy on the palate, fresh and finishes dry. There's

clearly some ripe fruit in there but held in check by the freshness and finesse. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Batuta 2008 Douro 17 Drink 2011-2018

Field blend but notably Tinta Roriz, Touriga Franca and Touriga Nacional. Quinta do Carril and other old vineyards. Vines 70+ and 100+ years.

Deep crimson with bluish rim. Subtle fresh fruit, slight stemmy note, silky fresh and just a touch of mocha on the finish. Elegant and so silky. pH 3.64. 24 months in French 

oak but the oak currently shows mainly on the finish. Scented red fruit on the mid palate. Long and lingering with the lightness of touch of old vines and restrained 

winemaking. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Vertente 2008 Douro 17 Drink 2011-2016

Fruit from 20-year-old vines in the Tedo Valley and the balance from old vineyards in the Pinhão Valley.

Deep ruby. Dark fruit and dark chocolate on the nose, just a little peppery. Then silky, reassuring and fresh on the palate. As it opens up, more scented. Delicate and very

long. Elegantissimo. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, Robustus 2007 Douro 17 Drink 2012-2022

Horribly heavy bottle but the most beautiful long cork. Field blend from vines aged 60�100 years. 50% stems retained. Aged four years in 2,000-litre wooden vats.

Mid ruby, lighter than most Douro reds. Refined aromas of red fruits and a touch of spice with a strong mineral element. Not giving much away but very inviting. Firm but 

silky tannins and a lovely dry finish with freshness and length. Deliciously free from oak overlay. A wine that dares to be different, and succeeds. I love its slighly austere

pepperiness and complete lack of excess sweetness. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, OmLet 2007 Douro 16.5 Drink 2011-2016

Tinta Roriz, Touriga Franca, Tinta Barroca, Touriga Nacional. 18 months in old oak. Telmo Rodriguez and Dirk Niepoort JV.

Chalky dry texture but it glides across the palate. Peppery. Tiny tangy dark berries. Intense but fleet of foot. Quite restrained on the nose. Long finish that is both dry and 

juicy. (JH) 13.5%

Niepoort, OmLet 2005 Douro 17 Drink 2009-2016

A collaboration between Telmo (whence OmLet) Rodríguez and Dirk Niepoort.

Black cherry colour. Sweet, ripe and dark but more like loganberry than damson. Light spice, hint of dark chocolate. Chewy, fresh and full of energy. More dark plum on the

palate. Lively, fluid and refreshing. Finesse and length. Still amazingly youthful with a real tension all the way through and a touch of minerality at the last. (JH) 13%


