TRAVEL

Skip the Algarve and the
busy streets of Lisbon
and venture inland to
the region of Alentejo,
where you will discover
exceptional wine and
laid-back luxury

Words: Roisin Healy

t a e when we're all learning how 1o slow
down, Tive sustainably and savour the mo-
ment, s well worth a visit 1o the Alentcjo
region in Portugal, where that is the way of life
Chir guide Ruben explaing that the people of
Alentejo don't need to use the word sustain-
ability, it comes naturally o them
T'his is not just lip service for the tourism
industry. Perhaps, as the cork-production capital of the
workd, the people of Alentejo have learmned (o be patient in
their pursuit of quality, A cork oak must be at least 25 years
old before its bark can be harvested, then again every nine
o fen vears, And desplte this lengthy process, the cork for
ests of the Alentejo, like its tourism industry, ane growing:.

It’s anly fitting that the home of cork is also the big-
gest wine producer of Partugal. Wine has been made
here since Roman times (more on that later). and while
Douro is more commaonly spoken of for Portuguese wine,
viticulture in Alentejo has been innovating and expand
ing for the past two decades.

Your may be wondering then why vou don't see too
many Portuguese wines on menus in Ireland. While
familiar grape varieties from France and Spain make it
casier for us to order what we know and like, like Malbec
or Tempranillo, these single grape varietals are not as
popular in Porugal

Portugal, along with Georgia, the birthplace of wine,
has the most diversity of grapes in the world, And so they
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tend to make blends rather than
single grape wines, which result in
more complex wines. Our trip saw us
drive the length of Alentejo, with is
varying microclimates and Land
scape. we realised the scope of what
they could produce here,

Some grapes to familiarise
voursell with include Arinto, a whiie
wine grape known for its refreshing
acidity and gentle flavours of apple
and citrus. Touringa Nacional is
known as Portugal's finest red grape
variety, which has intense flavours of
raspberries and blackeurrants

YOUR FIRST STOP

With such a vast network, it would
be overwhelming to iry and decide
what wineries to visit, But a stop
it Rota dos Vinhos do Alentejo in
Evora, a tasting room and informa
tion centre that will help acquaine
vou with the region, will help you
1o plan an itnerary
taste for the wine
There are 2

region, with 71 prepared to wel

and develap a

producers in the




PORTLUOGA L ALONG WILHTH
GEORGIN. THE BIRTHPLACI
OF WINE. HAS THIE MOS|
DIVERSITY OF GRAPESIN THI
WORLD AND SO THEY TEXD
'O MAKE BLENDS RATHIER
FHIAN SINGLE GRAPE WINES,
WIHHCH RESULT IN MORI
CONMPLEN WIN]

come visitors with restaurants and tours. For § ipp you
can taste six wines, and if you spend mone than €10 on
bottles of wine here, the tasting is free (ves, you read
those figures cormectly)

Evora ltsedf s a UNESCO world heritage site, One
landmark not to be missed is the S&o Francisco Church,
which houses the Capela dos Ossos, the Chapel of Bones

The walls and cellings are covered in the skulls and
bones of hundreds of bodies, exhumed from the city’s
gravevards in the 17th century, The Franscican [riars
wanted to convey a message of the fagility of human life,
and o at the chapel entrance a message reads “We bones
that are here, for yours we wail™, Certainly a thought o
mull over with a glass of wine,

WINE TOUR

Maonte da Ravasqueira is o plcturesgue estate which was
once home 1o world champion Lusitano horses, and stll
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ago the de Mello family turmed their focus to producing
wines on the 3,000 hectare property

This professional tour through the vineyards gives a
sense of the scale of the operation, before a tour of the
winery and cellar provides an intensive insight into the
process. But lunch was the real highlight,

Alter enjoyving olives, honeys and unigue wine jellies
made on the property, we sampled two staples of the
Alenitejo diet. The first, hearty main of the local special
ity migash. a savoury bread pudding dish served with
lmll li."‘n. and then combread and salied codiish - an
Hl].‘.ll“l.l‘l('ll{ used in countless ways in .\|1‘Ilh"i.ll’l i mnkmy_.
For E40pp. you can enjoy the tour and three course lunch
with red and white wine.

WHEN IN ROME

Alentejo is the guardian of a histori-
- cal wine production method that will
be unlike anvthing vou have seen
before. Vinho de Talha is a Roman
method where the wine is fermented
in large clay vessels {(tatha), and the
ancient methods are still used woday,
This includes stirring the wine by
hand with a long paddie at least
twice daily and even into the night
during fermentation, 1o prevent a
potential explosion that would occur
if rising grape solids were to block
the mouth of the talha

At Honrado Vineyards, home
of Vinho e Talha Artesanal, we
were lucky I.'I'Illll},.‘"h o fill our gk.n.'\.x'n
straight from the spout near the
bottom of the miha We then sat
down 1o a traditional lunch of
cheeses, simple stews and a platter
of cakes, while a1 the table next (o
us, the diners crooned the disting-
tive polyphonic trmditional singing
of the region, Known as Cante, it's
also protected by UNESCO, and the
repetitive melodies are mesmerising

EXPERIENCES

You will need a car to explore Alen-
tejo, but the roads are excellent and
there is no traffic. Visit the medieval
hillwop village of Monsarez close
to the Spanish border to apprect
ate a 360° view of the Pormugucse
landscape. Pretty white buildings
are closely knitted together against
the wind, and inside vou will find
traditional coffee shops (enjoy an
cspresso and a custard tan at the
counter 16 blend in with the locals)
and gift shops flled with cork prod
ucts and hand crafts

Ervideira Wine Shop in Monsares
i o gem where you shoubd stock up
o award -swinning wines at incredible
prices. Or, sneak up to the rooftop ter-
rac 1o enjoy a ghass of wine and soak
up the sun, surrounded by fruit trees,

Crerbooking the town of Ehvas s
A unigque pentagonal fortress, built
in the 18th century. Forte da Graca's
unbque shape and 144 canons ensuned
that it survived several attacks in the
carly 18005, Later it served as a po
litical prison until 1974, and walking
through the hallways foels cenie

Kevin O'Hara brings wines from these vingyards 1o the Irah market. Visie
portuguesewsne b 1o discover stockists near you, Plan your trip to Alenteo at
vititalentepo. Com

There are daily flights to Lisbon frem Dublin with Ryanair, which lxst just under
three hours. The drive to Evora is approx 90 minutes. Book your fights at
FyAnair.coem.
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