Argentina – Day 9

Today was another longish day.  We visited three wineries and had a great lunch at one of the wineries.  Again this was a multiple-course lunch with each course being accompanied by wine, but on this occasion, we got to meet the chef.  He spoke to us at length about how he paired the food and wine to produce this exceptional lunch.  But, I’m getting ahead of myself. 

We first visited Alta Vista winery, nestled in the foothills of the Andes mountains.  The sight of the Andes rising out from behind clouds or covered with snow capped peaks is indeed breathtaking.  The wineries all insist on showing you their grapevines and the barrels or casks in which the wine is fermented.  I usually break from the crowd at this point and find out where the tour will end so I can wait for the group rather than listening to the same lecture over again. Once you’ve seen one wine barrel (oak, of course) or concrete or steel cask, you’ve seen them all.  The magic is in the grapes and the process.  At Alta Vista, we sat or stood in the tasting room and drank the chosen wines.  We started with the Atemporal, a yummy red blend, and ended with a very good 2007 Malbec which was quite nice. 
For lunch we pulled into the Ruca Malen Winery.  Again, it was the “grand tour” first – grape vines (some very old) and barrels/casks, etc. – and then we sat down for lunch.  This is another of Mendoza’s terrific winery/restaurants where the set meal, paired with wine, is an extraordinary experience.  You can see pictures of the dishes and hopefully read the menu, which Jeff photographed.  The most unique dish, which we asked the chef about when he came out to autograph the book he appears in and speak with us, was a beet dish (the red one).  This is a creamy beat “concoction” dipped in egg wash and flour – twice – and then breaded and deep fried.  When you break the crust - carefully, I might add, as some in our group bore the consequences of being too rash - the red center (beets, cream cheese and spices) oozes or spurts out.  It was a unique and most delicious appetizer.  Main course was wonderful beef tenderloin, which most of us ordered “rare.”  Moo and yummy.
One of the couples on the tour bought a book discussing the wine regions of Argentina and has been collecting autographs of those mentioned in the book. That will indeed be a unique and wonderful souvenir to bring home. 

Last winery visited was Mendel.  Off the main road in a very hard to find location, the winery is located down a longish driveway and tucked in between houses.  Here we had a shorter tour – small winery with fairly expensive prices (up to $100 a bottle for some wines) – and watched as the winery workers packed the wines for shipping to various locations including the United States.  The wines were outstanding.  And, at this winery, we had our first barrel samples.  A barrel sample is wine that is taken from the barrel in which it is aging before it is put into bottles.  One wine had a year more to go in the barrel and the other wine was going to be bottled in a couple of months.  The people who showed us around the winery were absolutely delightful.  And, at the end, we met the owner of the winery, a well known vintner in Argentina.  We also met Mendel’s “intern”, a young man from Napa, California who was working at Mendel for a couple of months and learning Spanish.  His family has a winery in California, so he is familiar with how wine is produced, but his Spanish was in need of improvement, he told us. 
With the preponderance of reds we all tasted throughout the day, Jeff thought it would be interesting to take a photo of three of our group and their red-colored tongues.
We boarded the bus to head back to the Sheraton.  We wanted to find real Argentinean souvenirs.  The Hotel’s Internet went down so we decided to go out in the evening to find a store that sells Argentinean souvenirs and walked a very long way for a disappointing result.  The merchandise was not what I wanted and so we bought next to nothing.  We have NOT been a big help to this country’s economy, but very little really appeals to me.  The textiles that would have been most interesting were in Cafayete and we didn’t get to do any shopping there.  In Buenos Aires, merchandise is likely to be much more expensive than here in Mendoza, but if there isn’t anything appealing, it doesn’t matter.  The wines, however, are wonderful, but many are available in the USA, so there’s no point in lugging back heavy bottles of wine – especially when traveling on domestic flights that are very fussy about baggage weight, both checked and carry on.
We came back from our walk, where we split a gelato for “dinner”, and the Internet was working for a while, at least, once again.  It went down later in the evening and staying that way until the next day, when hopefully the technicians will come to fix it.
Tomorrow is our last day in Mendoza and our next-to-the-last-day in Argentina.  Just when my Spanish is improving, we’re going home.  We have another three wineries to visit and a “farewell” reception tonight on the 17th floor of the Sheraton hotel.  
Stay tuned.  There’s more to come, assuming the Internet works again!

