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The Wines of Portugal 
 

A few weeks ago, I prognosticated that Portugal and Spain were going to be the hot 
wines for 2015. Both countries have made a genuine effort to increase the quality of 
their winemaking while maintaining their value-driven pricing. And while Portugal is 
probably better known more for their sweet, fortified reds, they are producing a 
variety of powerful-yet-graceful red and white table wines. 

 

Portugal, a thin strip of land roughly the size of Indiana, is located on the Iberian 
Peninsula in Western Europe. Spain literally wraps around the northern and eastern 
borders while the cool Atlantic Ocean lies to the west. The temperate waters of the 
Gulf of Cadiz form the southern border. Although grapes are grown throughout the 

country, the most notable wine producing districts are located inland, away from the maritime 
influences of the Atlantic. The main red wine producing region in the north is the Douro Valley, best 
know for growing Touriga Francesa and Touriga Nacional, the two main varietals found in Port wines. 

 

South of Douro, towards the center of the country, is the Dâo region, known for making distinctive red 
wines from several grape varietals. On the south side of the Tagus River, which bisects the country on 
its way to Lisbon, is the bountiful wine region of Ribatejo. Further south, in succession, are the Alentejo 
and Algarve regions. These last three areas are where a new breed of winemakers is starting to push 
the envelope by experimenting with both traditional and international blends. 

 

Here are a few examples that I had the opportunity to taste last week at the Portuguese ambassador’s 
residence during an event held through the Smithsonian Institution Associates Program. Note: Most of 
these wines are still young and will not make their way to our area until the fall, so keep an eye out for 
them in area wine shops in September. Retail prices are approximate. 

 

In Portuguese, Vinho Verde means "green wine," but that is not a reference to its color, which is a 
brilliant yellow-white, but to its vivacious, youthful character. The 2012 José Maria da Fonseca Twin 
Vines from the Vinho Verde region is a fine example of this syle. Made from a blend of native 
Portuguese grapes, Loureiro, Trajadura, and Pederna, with a little bit of Alvariñho,  this Vinho Verde 
offers vibrant aromas and flavors of citrus, apples and flowers, and finishes with a light, refreshing 
sparkle. $7 

 

While the producers at Dow are known for their beautifully crafted fortified Port wines, their 2011 
Dow's Vale do Bomfim Douro Reserva is a delicious table wine worth hunting down. Made mostly 
from touriga nacional, the pretty nose features black strawberries and vanilla. Notes of black cherry, 
cassis and currant are kept in check by the firm tannins. The appearance of dark chocolate on the long 
finish provides an opportunity to try it with a chocolate tort. $10 

 

Alentejo is a well-known, highly respected wine region in eastern Portugal. This hot, dry area is best 
known for its red wines and cork production. But over the last few decades, the region has also been a 
key center of Portugal's wine renaissance. The 2009 Herdade do Esporao Vinha da Defesa from Alentejo 
is a prime example with scents of fresh cherries and floral violet notes. The Touriga Nacional-based 
wine provides abundant cranberry, cherry and red strawberry fruit components on the palate, but adds 
a touch of toasty vanilla for depth and structure on the silky finish. $11   

 

If you can flag down a bottle of the fantastic 2011 Semaphore 7 Reserva from Portugal, then, by all 
means do. Made from Alicante Bouschet, the firm tannins support concentrated flavors of cherry cola, 
black cherry and spices. Notes of dark chocolate and black pepper tantalize the tongue on the powerful 
finish. Beautiful to enjoy on its own or with ribs. $17 


