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Spanish Finale

WE ARRIVED IN RIOJA and had a 
delightful tour and tasting at Muga. 
We started with the Muga Blanco 

2018 which was a great wine with an abundance of 
large white asparagus (my favorite vegetable), red 
wines ( all Tempranillo based) included the 2018 
Muga, 2015 Muga Reserva, 2015 Muga Selección 
Especial, 2011 Muga Prado Enea, and Torre Muga 
2015. These wines were superb and made a lasting 
impression on our group. Tempranillo is one of my 
favorite grapes and is without question my favored 
wine with roasted chicken. It goes well with lamb, 
pork, beef, and is great by itself.

We visited a relatively new winery, Contador, 
and tasted the main wines and all were excellent, 
especially the Benjamin Romeo Collection No.1. 
Our next stop was at Marques de Murrieta. We 
toured their great wine museum with numerous 
winemaking artifacts, as well as their beautiful 
grounds. We had a fabulous lunch with great 
gourmet touches on all dishes, accompanied by 
appropriate wines. This will be remembered as one 
of the trip’s greatest experiences. 

The highlight of the day and trip was dinner 
in the village of Abalos. Upon arriving, our host, 
the Marques de Lagarde, came out of the castle 
to meet us. The castle of Marques de Lagarde is 
historic and was owned by El Cid from the 15th 
century. The current owner was our host for our 
private dinner in his castle. We ate in the large 
dining area of the basement by candlelight. Our 
host had chosen fresh lamb at the market that day 
and he served his private wine, the Marques de 
Lagarde Reserva 2014, with the lamb roasted over 
an open wood fire, served with potatoes and salad. 
After desert he took us on a tour and pointed out 
the place in the cellar where the monks used to 
live in centuries past. After finishing the tour, we 
gathered in a large room to continue drinking fine 
wines from the estate. Now, however, we switched 
vintages to the 2001 and 2005 and both were Gran 
Reservas. Both reserve wines were excellent. Our 
host was so impressed with how much we liked 
his wines that he told me he had an unplanned 
surprise. With that comment, he left the room and 
returned with two of his very few remaining 1985 

A large lazy Susan table at Bodegas Muga. 
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The appetizers are beautifully presented. 

The façade at Marques de Lagarde.

Barrels being made at Bodegas Muga. 
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Reservas. This wine was superb and shows the 
rewards of patience, and proper cellaring. Alas, we 
had to leave at the bewitching hour accompanied 
by his gift of a case of our dinner wine.

After breakfast at our hotel, we departed by 
bus for San Sebastian where we had a fabulous 
wine tasting at Akelarre Winery hosted by two 
renowned sommeliers. After the tasting we went 
onto the veranda overlooking the Bay of Biscay 
where we enjoyed a wide range of appetizers in 
the Michelin 3-star Bodega at Akelarre Restaurant, 
prepared by the world renowned Chef Pedro 
Subijana. All appetizers were accompanied by 

excellent wines chosen to make the experience 
even more memorable.

On our way to Bilbao, we stopped at Talai 
Berri Txakoli Winery for an outdoor wine tasting 
of their wines which we all considered very good 
and then had more food from typical local prod-
ucts (Ibarra chilies, tuna, Chorizo Navarra, and 
Idiazabal cheese) accompanied by the local wine 
Txakoli.

We had a very memorable dinner at our hotel 
with some of Spain’s greatest wines, two vintages 
of Vega Sicilia Unico which still reigns as one 
of my favorite wines in the world. The blend of 

Tempranillo and Cabernet Sauvignon results in 
plush, rich red wines which are not released for 
sale until they enter the drinking window. Several 
of us had lamb for our entree and it matched per-
fectly with the wines.

The next day we went on a driving tour of Bil-
boa. We spent the afternoon at the Guggenheim 
Museum located by our hotel. This was a fitting 
way to end the day with an infusion of culture. 
We had a farmer’s brunch on a small farm. Our 
hostess, Tina, welcomed us into her small home 
and served us assorted foods prepared from her 
mother’s recipes. Of course, we had all the wines 
we wanted. The result was a very good experience. 

Our final dinner was a short walk from the 
hotel. We had a private room and one more 
memorable Spanish wine and food experience. 
This entire week was truly a feast to remember. Å 
Vøtre Santé!

Dinner in the Castle Marques de Lagarde. 

Jim Bryant with Marques de Lagarde. 

A gastronomic lunch was served in the boardroom at Marques de Murrieta.
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Barrington resident Jim Bryant is pursuing his 

passion and love of wine as an international 

wine consultant. This follows a 30-year career 

in senior financial and general management 

positions at two Fortune 100 companies. He is 

the owner of James R. Bryant L.L.C.; contact him 

at profwino@comcast.net.


