Argentina – Day 4

Today was definitely better than yesterday.  After breakfast, which was quite ordinary, we started out around 10 a.m. to visit our first winery, the Bodega El Transito, where we tasted white and red wines which were okay.  There were Malbecs and Cabernet Sauvignons as well as a Torrontes.  Two were highly rated by Parker’s newsletter, but there was little support among us for his opinions.  From here we made an unexpected, but pleasant stop at the newly-opened wine museum in Cafayete where we toured the exhibits and made small purchases from the gift shop.

Then for lunch we journeyed to the highest winery in Argentina and perhaps the world.   At over 1 mile high, Finca Las Nubes (nubes are clouds) gave us the grand tour of the winery as well as providing a marvelous lunch – see pictures.  We had beef and cheese empanadas, accompanied by wine, of course; goat cheese, almonds, and olive oil, accompanied by wine; beautiful tomatoes and grilled vegetables, accompanied by wine; and Argentine beef tenderloin, done to perfection. Dessert was quince with peaches and a fig.  What a wonderful treat.  The owner of the winery was featured in a book on Argentine wines and he gladly signed copies of the book some in our group bought as well as signing the labels of the bottles of wine others bought to take home.
Our last stop was another winery in Cafayete where those who wanted it got an overly long tour and lecture before tasting the wines Bodega Vasija Secreta had to offer.  I was wined out at this point and found a nice, comfortable bench in the shade to wait for the group.
Tonight, we had an 8:30pm dinner at the hotel.  This was unlike last night, when dinner was much later because of the airport problems. We began the evening with a Gewürztraminer from Maryland that the two men in the tour from Elk Run Winery (Maryland) brought so we could all try it.  It was very good.  We had goat cheese, bread, olive oil, pork with a walnut crust and roasted vegetables and then a peach mousse for dessert.  Each course was accompanied by an appropriate white or red wine, probably Torrontes and Malbec but never disclosed to us.  The bottles were unlabeled because they are made here at the Alta LaLuna hotel but there is another winery in Argentina that apparently has the rights to the name Alta LaLuna.  The dinner was only so-so and the pork was dry and tough as nails.  A hacksaw would have been the more appropriate instrument to cut in rather than a sharp knife.  The amount that each person left on his/her plate (rather large), tells the story better than I can!  The wine served with the dessert was a very nice late harvest Torrontes.
At dinner, we went around the room introducing ourselves.  Nice group of people from all over the USA.  Mostly retirees, but a few of us still working.  Enjoying being with this intelligent and congenial group on the trip.  Vin, our tour guide, is also nice and knowledgeable. 

The vintners who we’ve met and have opened their wineries to us and have treated us very well.  It is obvious that they really appreciate our visiting them.  My Spanish is definitely getting a work out and more and more of it is coming back to me.  Vin, a former Spanish and French teacher, said I spoke very well.  I don’t think so, but I can make myself understood and can understand most of what’s said to me.  That’s what 4 years of high school Spanish plus a summer living in Mexico City with my aunt and uncle will do.  I think I should practice more with our neighbors and good friends.
Tomorrow, it’s more wine tasting and for the first time, shopping.  We get lunch at a winery and then drive to Salta, stopping along the way to take photos of places we didn’t see when we landed and hurried to the winery for lunch a couple of days ago.  I’m pacing myself because the food and wine is very plentiful.  So I end up eating and drinking less.
This hotel Alta LaLuna is in Tolombon, 14 km south of Cafayete, in the middle of nowhere.  They get about 80 channels of satellite TV, but none in the English language.  (There happen to be some English-dialog movies, but they are broadcast with Spanish subtitles, meant for a Spanish-speaking audience.)  Internet access sucks.  There is WiFi in the hotel lobby, but the speeds are worse than dial-up.  Reminder to self:  don’t book tours that stay in farmhouses or quaint rural lodges.  “Quaint” is another one of those words, one needs to look for when traveling.  We care about the Internet, because, as you know, you can follow us along in pictures and narratives.
More to come.  We’re headed to a Sheraton, where, I hope, we’ll have better everything.

