
The colour of the petals of a wild rose
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T r a d i t io n  a n d  R io j a n  id e n t i t y  . In  Q u e l, a t  
t h e  f o o t  o f  t h e  S ie r r a  d e  Ye r g a , in  i t s  B o -
d e g a s  Q u a r t e r, t h e r e  i s  d o c u m e n t a r y  e v i-
d e n c e  r e c o r d in g  h o w  c la r e t e  w in e s  h a v e  
b e e n  m a d e  s in c e  t im e  im m e m o r ia l.  
In  o u r  to w n , in  Q u e l, c la re te  w a s  m a d e  in  
t h e  w in e  p re s s e s  o f  t h e  h is to r ic  B o d e g a s  
Q u a r te r  a n d  re p re s e n te d  a  d is t in g u is h in g  
m a rk  o f  t h e  w a y  o f  s e n s in g  a n d  e n jo y in g  
th e  w in e  in  a  re la x e d  w a y . I t  is , s u re ly , a  
w in e  w h ic h  re m in d s  u s  o f  t h e  fi e s t a , jo y fu l-
n e s s  a n d  s u m m e r.
 
M ig u e l Ib á ñ e z  R o d r íg u e z , in  t h e  b o o k  ’4 3  
p a l a b r a s  d e  l a  v i d  y  e l  v i n o ’  (4 3  v in e  a n d  
w in e  w o rd s ), e x p la in s  t h a t  t h e  w o rd  c la re -
te  is  u s e d  a s  a n  a d je c t iv e  to  g o  w ith  th e  
w o rd  w in e  o r  a s  a  n o u n  a n d  it s  e t ym o lo -
g ic a l ro o t s  g o  b a c k  to  a n  O ld  F re n c h  w o rd :  
‘c l a r e t ’,  d o c u m e n t e d  i n  t h e  1 7 t h  c e n -

t u r y  a n d  w h o s e  m o d e rn  F re n c h  v e rs io n  is   
‘c la ire t ’. In  B o rd e a u x  te re  is  a n  a p p e lla t io n  
c a lle d   ‘A O C  C la re t  d e  B o rd e a u x ’,w h o s e  w i-
n e s  a re  c h a ra c te r is e d  a s  b e in g  a lm o s t  ro -
s é s  - f re s h  a n d  f ru it y . T h e y  a re  d ru n k  w h e n  
y o u n g  a n d  a re  th e  o r ig in a l d e s c e n d a n t s  
o f  w in e s  w h ic h  w e re  s h ip p e d  to  E n g la n d  
f ro m  th is  p a r t  o f  F ra n c e  d u r in g  th e  M i-
d d le  A g e s  a n d  w h ic h  g a v e  th e  w in e s  o f  
B o rd e a u x  th e ir  fi rs t  c la im  to  fam e .  ‘C la ire t ’ 
is  a  re d  w in e  w ith  a  p a le  c o lo u r  w h ic h  is  
p ro d u c e d  th ro u g h  a  s h o r t  p e r io d  o f  m a c e -
ra t io n  o f  re d  w in e  g ra p e s  s u c h  a s  C a b e rn e t  
S a u v ig n o n , C a b e rn e t  F ra n c , C a rm e n è re , 
M e r lo t , M a lb e c  (C o t ) a n d  P e t it  Ve rd o t . A s  
M ig u e l Ib á ñ e z  c o m m e n t s , t h e  S p a n is h  
w o rd   ‘c la re te ’ c o m e s  f ro m  th e  o ld  f re n c h  
te rm  ‘c la re t ’, t o  w h ic h  it  w a s  e n o u g h  to  a d  a  
fi n a l “e ” to  c o m p ly  w ith  S p a n is h  p h o n e t ic s  
a n d  s p e llin g  ru le s .

ONTAÑÓN CLARETE
Tradición e identidad riojana

C la r e t e s  h a v e  b e e n  p a r t  o f  t h e  R i o j a  w in e m a k i n g  t r a d i t i o n  s i n c e  b y g o n e  t im e s .  
F r e s h ,  c h e e r f u l  w in e s ,  a  m i x  o f  t w o  v a r i e t i e s :  v i u r a  a n d  t e m p r a n i l l o .  I n  t h e  Q u e l  
B o d e g a s  Q u a r t e r  t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  m a k i n g  t h e m  s i n c e  t h e  1 8 t h  c e n t u r y .
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T h e  a u t h e n t i c  R i o j a n   c l a r e t e
H o w e v e r, t h e  m e a n in g  o f  t h e  w o rd  c la re -
te  in  it s  R io ja n  o e n o lo g ic a l s e n s e  d o e s  n o t  
c o in c id e  w ith  th e  F re n c h  w o rd  f ro m  w h ic h  
it  is  d e r iv e d , s in c e  it  d e fi n e s  tw o  d iff e re n t  
t y p e s  o f  w in e . I n  R i o j a  t h e s e  w in e s  a r e  
m a d e  f r o m  a  b l e n d  o f  b l a c k  g r a p e s  
a n d  m u s t  f r o m  w h i t e  g r a p e s ,  w i t h  t h e  
m u s t s  f e r m e n t e d  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  
d a r k  s k i n s  a n d  w h ic h  o b ta in  th e ir  c h a ra c -
te r is t ic  c o lo u r  f ro m  th e  s k in s -m u s t  m a c e -
ra t io n  d u r in g  a lc o h o lic  fe rm e n ta t io n .
 
I t  is  c u r io u s , a c c o rd in g  to  J a v i e r  P a s c u a l  
in  t h e  b o o k  ‘E l  v i n o  d e  R i o j a  e n  s u s  e t i -
q u e t a s ’,  (T h e  w in e  o f  R io ja  t h ro u g h  it s  la -
b e ls ), t h a t  t h e  te rm  w h ic h  is  re p e a te d  th e  
m o s t  o n  th e  la b e ls  o f  R io ja  u n t il w e ll in to  
th e  2 0 th  c e n tu r y  is   ‘c la re te ’. B u t  t h is  d o e s  

n o t  re fe r  to  t h o s e  ro s é  w in e s  m a d e  f ro m  a  
b le n d  o f  w h ite  a n d  b la c k  g ra p e s  b u t  ra th e r  
t h e  E n g lis h  t e rm  ‘c la re t ’, u s e d  to  re fe r  to  re d  
w in e s  f ro m  B o rd e a u x  w ith  a  p a le r  c o lo u r.
 
A la i n  H u e t z  d e  L e m p s ,  a  g e o g ra p h e r  a n d  
a u th o r  o f  t h e  m o n u m e n ta l w o rk  ‘ V i ñ e d o s  
y  v i n o s  d e l  n o r o e s t e  d e  E s p a ñ a ’  (V in e s  
a n d  w in e s  f ro m  th e  n o r th w e s t  o f  S p a in ), 
a ls o  t a lk s  a b o u t  t h e  o r ig in  o f  c la re te  a n d  
it s  e t ym o lo g ic a l am b ig u it y : “ W e  c a n  d i s -
t i n g u i s h  b e t w e e n  c l a r e t e ,  a  f a i r l y  p a l e  
r e d  w in e  v e r y  p o p u la s r  i n  t h e  B a s q u e  
C o u n t r y ,  a n d  t h e  r e d  t i n t o  w in e ,  a  w in e  
w i t h  a  l o t  m o r e  b o d y  w h i c h  i s  r e m in i s -
c e n t  o f  t h e  w in e  f r o m  t h e  s o u t h  o f  N a -
v a r r a .  R e d   t i n t o  w in e  c o m e s  e s p e c i a l l y  
f r o m  t h e  R i o j a  B a j a ”.

Cover of the book ‘43 words of the vine and 
wine’, work by Miguel Ibáñez Rodríguez.

The book ‘El Vino de Rioja on its labels’, by 
Javier Pascual and Taquio Uzqueda.

The book ‘Vineyards and wines of northwest 
Spain’, the work of Alain Huetz de Lemps.
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THE HISTORIC CLARETE FROM THE 
BODEGAS QUARTER OF QUEL

T h e  m o s t  w id e ly  a c c e p te d  h o s to r y  t e lls  
u s  t h a t  t h e  R io ja  c la re te s  a n d  ro s a d o s  
o r ig in a lly  c o m e  f ro m  th e  v illa g e s  o f  t h e  
N a je r illa  v a lle y : B a d a rá n , C am p ro v ín , C o r-
d o v ín , B a ñ o s  d e  R ío  To b ía  a n d  S a n  A s e n -
s io , am o n g  o th e rs . H o w e v e r, i n  Q u e l ,  i n  
t h e  C i d a c o s  r i v e r  b a s i n ,  i n  i t s  B o d e g a s  
Q u a r t e r ,  t h e re  is  d o c u m e n ta r y  e v id e n c e  
re c o rd in g  h o w  c la re te  w in e s  h a v e  b e e n  
m a d e  s in c e  t im e  im m e m o r ia l.  A s  E m i l i o  
B a r c o  a n d  L u i s  V i c e n t e  E l í a s  r e c a l l  i n  
t h e i r  w o r k  ‘L o s  B a r r i o s  d e  B o d e g a s .  E l  
s e r  d e  L a  R i o j a .  Q u e l ’  (B o d e g a  Q u a r te rs . 
T h e  b e in g  o f  L a  R io ja . Q u e l), in  t h is  to w n  

tw o  t ra d it io n a l m e th o d s  o f  v in ifi c a t io n  
w e re  fo llo w e d : s e v e n t y  p e rc e n t  re d  w in e s  
a n d  th e  re s t  c la re te s .

In  t h e s e  w in e s , t h e  m u s t  w a s  le f t  to  
m a c e ra te  w ith  th e  p re v io u s ly  t ro d d e n  
g ra p e s k in s  fo r  u p  to  a  d a y . T h e y  w e re  th e n  
p re s s e d  a n d  th e  m u s t  w a s  fe rm e n te d  
in  v a t s . T h e  b o o k  a b o u t  t h e  h is to r y  o f  
Q u e l re c o rd s  th a t  t h e s e  w in e s  h a d  m o re  
c o lo u r  t h a t  t h e  o n e s  f ro m  th e   R io ja  A lt a  
a n d  th a t  if  t h e y  d id  n o t  a c h ie v e  th is  to n e  
s k in s  w e re  a d d e d  to  th e  v a t s  d u r in g  th e  
fe rm e n ta t io n  p ro c e s s  a n d  in  J a n u a r y , 

Ontañón old cave, in the Bodegas de Quel neighborhood.
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w it jh  th e  fi rs t  a n d  o n ly  ra c k in g , t h e s e  
w e re  re m o v e d . V a r i o u s  g r a p e  v a r i e t i e s  
w e r e  b l e n d e d ;  r e d  s u c h  a s  g a r n a c h a ,  
t e m p r a n i l l o  a n d  m a z u e la ,  a n d  w h i t e ,  
s u c h  a s  v i u r a ,  g a r n a c h a  b l a n c a  a n d  
o t h e r s  u n n a m e d  o r  t h a t  h a v e  l o n g  
s i n c e  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  s u c h  a s  a n a v é s  a n d  
c h a s s e l a s .
 
I t  is  c u r io u s , b u t  in  o th e r  S p a n is h  w in e -
m a k in g  re g io n s , c la re te  is  a  re d  w in e  w ith  
lit t le  c o lo u r ; t h a t  is , it  re t a in s  t h e  F re n c h  
s e n s e . In  R io ja , t h e s e  w in e s  a re  k n o w n  a s  
‘o jo g a llo ’ (fo r  t h e  c o lo u r  o f  t h e  e y e  o f  a  

c o c k e re l) a n d  in  o th e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  p e n in -
s u la , ‘t in t illlo ’. 
M ig u e l  I b á ñ e z  R o d r í g u e z ,  w h o  lin k s  
t h e  e t ym o lo g y  to  th e  w in e , e x p la in s  
t h a t  in  s o m e  w in e  d ic t io n a r ie s , ‘c la ire t ’ 
a p p e a rs  a s  t h e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  c la re te . T h e  
F re n c h  fo rm ’c la ire t ’, t h e  E n g lis h  ‘p a le  w in e ’, 
G e rm a n  ‘k la re t tw e in ’ o r  I t a lia n  ‘c h ia re t to ’ 
o n ly  s e r v e  to  t ra n s la te  it  a s  c la re te  w h e n  
w e  a re  re fe r r in g  to  a  re d  w in e  w ith  lit t le  
c o lo u r, a n d  in  t h is  s e n s e  th e y  w o u ld  a ls o  
s e r v e  a s  a  t ra n s la t io n  o f   ‘o jo g a llo ’ a n d  
‘t in t illlo ’, b u t  n o t  to  t ra n s la te  c la re te  in  t h e  
R io ja n  s e n s e .

‘Los Barrios de Bodegas. El ser de La Rioja. Quel’, by Jesús Marino Pascual.
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THE LOVELY ONTAÑÓN CLARETE

T h e  id e a  o f m a k in g  a  c la re te  in  o u r w in e ry  
g o e s  w ay  b a c k . R u b é n  P é r e z  C u e v a s , th e  
O n ta ñ ó n  o e n o lo g is t , e x p la in s  th a t  th is  t y p e  
o f w in e  h a s  a lw ay s  b e e n  m ad e  in  Q u e l. “I t  
h a s  b e e n  a  t r a d i t io n  w h ic h  h a s  c o m e  
d o w n  f r o m  t h e  t im e  w h e n  e a c h  f a m i ly  
m a d e  t h e i r  o w n  w in e s  in  t h e  B o d e g a s  
Q u a r t e r  c e l la r s . I t  w a s  a  w in e  w h ic h  h a d  
a  c h a r a c t e r  v e r y  m u c h  l in k e d  t o  t h e  
f a m i ly , b le n d in g  t h e  g r a p e  v a r ie t ie s .  
P e o p le  l i k e d  i t , i t  t a s t e d  o f  t h e  s u m m e r,  
fi e s t a s , t o  b e  d r u n k  w h i le  y o u  a r e  g r i l l in g  
c h o p s  o v e r  v in e  t w ig  e m b e r s . I t  i s  a  w in e  
w i t h  a  h u g e  t r a d i t io n ”.
 

H o w  i t ’s  m a d e ,  s t e p  b y  s t e p
T h e  fi rs t  s te p  is  to  p r e s s  t h e  v iu r a . W e  ta k e  

th e  m u s t  w e  o b ta in  to  a  s ta in le s s  s te e l ta n k  
w h e re  w e  k e e p  it  f o r  a  w e e k  a t  a  t e m p e r a -
t u r e  o f  t w o  d e g r e e s .  T h ro u g h  th is  p ro c e s s  
w e  m an ag e  to  d e c a n t  th e  re m a in in g  p ip s  
a n d  sk in s  fro m  th e  m u s t  in  a  n a tu ra l w a y, 
w ith o u t  lo s in g  a  jo t  o f its  p e rso n a lit y , v ig o u r  
a n d  c o m p le x ity . It  is  a  n a t u r a l  d é b o u r b a g e  
p ro c e s s  in  w h ic h  w e  a lso  a c h ie v e  a  la rg e  
p a r t  o f th e  e x t r a c t io n  o f  a r o m a s .
 
W h e n  w e  r e c e iv e  t h e  fi r s t  t r a i le r s  o f  
t e m p r a n i l lo , w h ic h  is  u su a lly  a t  th e  e n d  o f  
th e  w e e k  a fte r p re s s in g  th e  w h ite  g ra p e s , 
w e  o n ly  fi l l  t h e  v a t  a  q u a r t e r  f u l l  a n d  
th e n  a d d  th e  v iu ra  m u s t  b y  sp ra y in g  o v e r  
th e  te m p ra n illo  g ra p e s . A s  th e  v iu ra  m u s t  is  
c o ld , fe rm e n ta t io n  d o e s  n o t  b e g in  im -
m e d ia te ly  a n d  th e re  is  a  n e w  m a c e ra t io n  
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Ontañón clarete.

w ith  th e  sk in s  o f th e  b la c k  g ra p e s . It  is  n o t  
a  p ro b le m  if fe rm e n ta t io n  d o e s  n o t  s ta r t  
u n t il a fte r a  c o u p le  o f d a y s  b e c a u se  th is  w ill 
m e an  g re a te r t ra n s fe r o f a ro m a s.  M o re o v e r, 
w h e n  it  d o e s  s ta r t , it  is  in  a  n a tu ra l, 
sp o n ta n e o u s  w ay.

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  im p o r t a n t  o p e r a t io n s  
o f  t h i s  p r o c e s s  i s  t h e  s t i r r in g . We  d o  
th is  o n c e  p e r d a y  so  th a t  th e  sk in s  a re  in  
c o n s ta n t  su sp e n s io n  a n d  m ixe d  w ith  th e  
m u s t  in  th e  ta n k  a n d  th e  t ra d it io n a l c a p  is  
n o t  fo rm e d . T h is  o p e ra t io n  is  p e r fo rm e d  so  
th a t  th e re  is  a  g re a te r e x c h a n g e  o f a ro m a s  
a n d  th a t  u n w an te d  c o n tam in a t io n  d o e s  
n o t  o c c u r.

W h e n  t h e  d e n s i t y  r e a c h e s  1 0 2 0 , w e  r u n  
o ff  t h e  t a n k  a n d  t h e  m u s t  – w h ic h  i s  n o w  
b e g in in g  t o  f e rm e n t  – i s  t a k e n  t o  a  n e w  
t a n k  t o  c o m p le t e  t h e  f e rm e n t a t io n  p r o -
c e s s  a s  i f  i t  w e r e  a  w h i t e  w in e , th a t  is , w ith  
n o  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  sk in s . O n c e  a lc o h o lic  
fe rm e n ta t io n  is  c o m p le te  w ith o u t  th e  g ra -
p e s , w e  m an ag e  to  e x te n d  th e  le n g th  o f th is  
s ta g e , h e lp in g  u s  to  p re se rv e  th e  p rim a ry  
a ro m a s. W h e n  t h e  f e rm e n t a t io n  e n d s , w e  
a g a in  r a c k  t h e  w in e  in  o r d e r  t o  a c h ie v e  
t h e  m a x im u m  s e p a r a t io n   o f  t h e  r e s t  o f  
t h e  le e s  w h ic h  m a y  h a v e  r e m a in e d  in  t h e  
m u s t . In  a d d it io n , w e  c o n tro l th e  te m p e ra -
tu re  o f th e  v a ts  so  a s  to  k e e p  th e m  c o ld  a n d  
to  s ta b ilis e  th e  w in e  n a tu ra lly .
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- H o w  w o u ld  y o u  d e fi n e  t h e  s t y l e  o f  
t h i s  O n t a ñ ó n  c l a r e t e  w in e ?
- I t  is  a  v e r y  t y p ic a l R io ja  w in e , p a r t  o f  t h e  
p r im o rd ia l w in e m a k in g  t ra d it io n  o f  m a y  
v illa g e s , in  w h ic h  th e  w h ite  a n d  b la c k  
g ra p e  v a r ie t ie s  w e re  b le n d e d  to  p ro d u c e  
f re s h  w in e s  to  b e  c o n s u m e d  y o u n g , w i-
th o u t  a n y  t im e  in  th e  o a k  a n d  w h ic h  w e re  
m a d e  to  b e  d ru n k  a n d  e n jo y e d  a t  h o m e . 
In  o u r  to w n , Q u e l, t h e y  w e re  m a d e  in  
t h e  w in e  p re s s e s  o f  t h e  h is to r ic  B o d e g a s  
Q u a r te r  a n d  re p re s e n te d  a  d is t in g u is h in g  
m a rk  o f  t h e  w a y  o f  s e n s in g  a n d  e n jo y in g  
th e  w in e  in  a  re la x e d  w a y . I t  is , s u re ly , 
a  w in e  w h ic h  re m in d s  u s  o f  t h e  fi e s t a , 
jo y fu ln e s s  a n d  s u m m e r.
- D o  y o u  t h i n k  i t  i s  a  w in e  w h i c h  i s  
g e n e r a l l y  w e l l  u n d e r s t o o d  o r  i s  i t  n o w  
w h e n  i t  h a s  b e c o m e  t r e n d y  a n d  h a s  
b e e n  m o r e  h i g h l y  a p p r e c i a t e d ?
- S o m e t im e s  h a b it s  ju s t  c o m e  a n d  g o , 
t h e y  a re  lik e  fa s h io n s . N o w  w e  a re  e x p e -
r ie n c in g  a  p a r t ic u la r  t a s te  fo r  t h e  w in e s  

INTERVIEW WITH RUBÉN PÉREZ CUEVAS
Ontañón Oenologist

in  t h e  s t y le  o f   P ro v e n c e , w ith  lit t le  c o lo u r  
a n d  v e r y  sm o o th . I t  is  s t ra n g e , a s  t jh is  is  a  
s t y le  o f  w in e  w h ic h  h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  u n -
d e rs to o d  in  o u r  a re a  a s  w in e s  fo r  fi e s t a s , 
f re s h  w in e s  fo r  t h e  s u m m e r. 
- E I n  t h i s  c l a r e t e  y o u  p l a y  w i t h  t w o  
v a r i e t i e s : t h e  b l a c k  t e m p r a n i l l o  g r a p e s  
a n d  t h e  w h i t e  g r a p e s  o f  t h e  v i u r a .W h a t  
d o e s  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  b r i n g  t o  t h e  w in e ?
- I p re fe r  t e m p ra n illo  to  g a rn a c h a  fo r  t h e  
re d  w in e  p a r t  o f  t h is  w in e  b e c a u s e  it  
o ff e rs  a  p e r fe c t  s e n s a t io n  o f  a c id it y , w h ic h  
w e  lo v e . M o re o v e r, t e m p ra n illo  is  id e a l 
b e c a u s e  in  t h e  fe rm e n ta t io n  p ro c e s s  it  
o ff e rs  u s  t h e  a c id it y  w e  a re  lo o k in g  fo r  in  
t h e  b le n d . T h a t  is  b e c a u s e  w e  a re  s e e k in g  
to  o b ta in  a  w in e  w h ic h  s t a n d  s o u t  m o re  
fo r  it s  a c id it y  t h a n  it s  b o d y . T h e  v iu ra  is  
re s p o n s ib le  fo r  g iv in g  u s  a ll t h e  s e n s a t io n s  
o f  f re s h n e s s .
- W h a t  a r e  t h e  m a in  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h i s  
w in e ?
- F re s h n e s s , a c id it y  a n d  sm o o th n e s s .
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Rubén Pérez Cuevas, in the Ontañón old cave

“It’s a wine which reminds us 
of fiestas, the summer”
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C o lo u r : A  c le a r, b r ig h t  liv e ly  w in e  w ith  a  p a le  p in k  c o lo u r w ith  
o n io n -sk in  h u e s  a n d  fla sh e s  o f s a lm o n  p in k .

A r o m a : A n  e x p lo s iv e  n o se  w ith  g re a t  a ro m a tic  in te n s ity  w ith   a  lo t  o f  
flo ra l n o te s  a s  w e ll a s  fre sh , r ip e  fru it  su c h  a s  s t raw b e rr ie s , re d c u rra n ts , 
ra sp b e rr ie s  a n d  re m in d e rs  o f c it ru s  fru it  su c h  a s  g ra p e fru it . To g e th e r it  
re v e a ls  b a lsam ic  h e rb  n u a n c e s  w ith  m in t  a n d  sp e a rm in t .

T a s t e : F re sh , w ith  c it ru s  a n d  flo ra l n o te s  a n d  a  v e ry  p le a sa n t  
m o u th -fe e l.

ONTAÑÓN CLARETE
Tasting notes
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