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FOUNDING
FAT HER

When his acadernic ambitions were thwarted, Nicolas Catena put his
research background to good use in the vineyard. ANTHONY ROSE
salutes the man credited with putting Argentina on the wine map
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e Ity seat at the top
table of wine producing
oouniries i3 now secire
Argenting has one man

above all tp thank for it elewton
Gmwing up in am oera when o would
e b i,.'ul.lg]'.al.ﬂ-: i think m'.n'ugr:'n:im
4§ & JETIOE WIILE pOwer, Micols Catena
became the leading archirest of his
{ulilllfl.":- riniformation oo 5.'|l.=-|.|'.-l.‘:
bumpkin 1o gualivy wine exponer

In the 1908, the quict academbe
changed his famdly'’s bailk wine inbo a
bottled brand. In the 1970s, Cartena
renoumeed plonk and it wicked ways
And after a seminal trip to Calidomnda in
1982, he changed the direcHon of
Argentinian wine bto  spearhead the
country’s export crive. From the 1930
onwards, he has been iL'u':[.'.r.'.'.'i.-n'.'u 8]
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overseas investors lured by the tnexpected
prospect of plonghing a lacrative forvow
m Argentina s new El Dorado.

It = wth his researchers hat on
that Carena set out to discover the best
mitrochmates v which pJul.T
vineyards, Everyone thought 1 was mad
when [ planted the Adrianns vineyard st
1,440 metres in the Ueo Valley in 1593
It suffered fra Lake rrr.lsl. r-1r|'_t' vt il
cipeneids problems, he sayi. Bui low
temporatunes, high sunlight intensity
and the poor sails near the Andes turmed
out to e an ideal blend, with qualicy
controlled by st irdgation. Clonal
trials and treless experiments with
altitade and lower tempervtore led to
the readisation that sunlight Intensity at
higher alotwde could sobstaneally
omprove: Bavour and aromatics, The pooat

came by way of mprecedented succes
on export markets Today Argentina 5 Llco
Valley i the promuised lant of Mew Workd
teETPrdl

T camee 1o the conclusson,., s one of
Catenas favourite phrj.-ac-s_ evilEnce
that, while prepared to tale risks, he has
shwrys 1E|:'|-.|5|:.| out, disgussed, J|3|.|r¢|
andl weighed up all the sngles, and then
- yrveral il abead ol his tﬂlrlj.a-ﬂ'i!l‘.‘ll'.! 5
carried our the reseaich before fnally
taking the plunge. Prom his mother,
Angelica, he mhersted an enguiring
mind and the value of amalysas. Fis
father Idomninga's enduring legacy was
entrepreneurial fair and a towgh-minded
work  ethic  that underpinned the
efOonomic prospects  of  ATgentinas
Imomndgrant comamunities. Fis telent has

een to harness this legacy of drive and =
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Inspired by fine Frendh wines and his experiences in Califernia, Nicolas Catena has transfermed winemaking in his native Argentina

magination to challenge comentional
wisdom. As an  academic and wine
pmdu-l::r in -EI:I'I.LI] msexure, 1 life less
ardinary would be hard to :iuu.guu:

Hes mndf.l.th::r__ Micala, was 18 when
he left Belforte del Chismte in the lralian
Marche for Argentina in 1858 As he
spstledl in Mendowa among other Iralian
mnmmigrants, the megon W gaining
mecogtitican fed i wine grapes. U was a
natumal chelse for the ma of vineyand
wotkers to plant his first wineyard close to
the Hio Tonwyan four years later. “Then,
there was wirtually no knowledge or
understanding of visoelhure, says Catena,
“beat iy grandiather chose Malbec because
even at that mme it was considered the
best, mupat rebabie variety

His father took ower the famiky
business in 1934, Poor years liter, and
clearly keen to get on in the world,
Migobis Catena wie born m the fanily
house among the vines when they
coiileln't get his mother 1o hospatal on
tigme, Cavetia was six when Perdn and
Ewvatacamne vo power Againa aback ground
af Perdnism_ r:g'uﬂni ]:n hix conservative
parents a Mussohna-syle fasctam, he was
packed off aged 12 to the Liceo Militar i
Mendoga Thanks to a precocious abidicy
i maths, he finished tom years cadhy At
universicy m Mendoza he met his wife-
to=bee, Blena, an econoomast and ace tanga
daneer.
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Clear focus

Carenas mother and grandfather werne
lalled in a car crash in 1962 as e was on
the brink of pu.rl:_g,t'.l.dmtt smdy  in
Chicago. Al plans of an academic future
went up in anoke and Catepa pesolved
instead w0 help hi father. Diomingo's
speciality was buying wing in bulk and
sellang three Blends af his ewm to bonding
Gitories amud e coumry "The mon
baie was vine cammsn, the nest step up was
reserva, andd the top we called “vine fime™)
he smules wryly, “We were already selling
five million litmes a month, The fics
decision [ made was wo botthe under our
DT NAmE.

Four in five bottles of wine drank by
Argentinians at the tme were either tired
whites or rotgut mses, Rexdlisng chat
wine wis eonsidered neither healthy nor
masaral, Csteny  embariced on an
advertizing  progtamane  aamed @t
communicating it bealth  bensfie, T
rescarched was of sofiening the reds and
broughy m [Ladl Glonez, 2 univenivy
professor, as a consultant. [ then starved
.'P'I.'].I.IDE dJI.TEl‘J.'I-' to retailers” Mone of thes
was entrgh to sty his yearnmg for the
academic hie, Aged 28, he upped sucks
for Columbda University in Mew York.

As a student, Catena enjoyved donking
cheap Bhee Mun, Baolla and Undurraga,
but never equated them with the fime
French warines his father weed to rave ==

The Catena wines were beacons
for quality in Argentina from the
very start and, due to the
passion, foresight and cultural
dedication of Nicolas Catena,
they remain so today’

Steven Spurrier, Decanter consultant
edlitor

Nicolis Catena has such a zest
for life and lave of wine - but also
great wisdom. It's a pleasure to
offer my admiration and

congratulations to him,
Framgls Ferd Coppala, Rublcan Extate

Micolds Catena is a man of vision,
of high intellect, always curious
about others and about how the
world is developing.

He has been instrumental in
changing the Argentinian wine
soene more than anybody else,
pushing it towards high quality
and intelligent marketing,

Baren Eric de Rethschils,
Damalines Baran: de Rothschild
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‘My aim is to be as close as

possible to the great French

wines in terms of world ranking’
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aboant following avesiea trips. One day a
call eame theough fom the Afgriinian
camsialate, invitng him for lunch on the
pretext of discussing exports of Argentinian
wme to Mew York. The Consul ordered
Latour, Lafite and Margaux These
enjoyable ‘meetings’ were repeated every
three or four weeks, and while no
conchson was ever reached, they turned
out to be more Agnificant than anacipated.
Tt was ooy intreduction te great wines
and reinforced my feeling thar grear
Bordeant was incomparalle,

Drepaesed ot the thowght that he'd
never be able to seale such heighs, Catena
returised o Argenting, resohing senetheles
o desprove tee wines, Perdnian dickersd

wria -
- ""_

= T i

Though Catena i3 still heavily invalved, Bedega Catena Zapata in Mendoza (above] is mow ran by his daughter Laura

l:ll'itﬂ'!.' agaat 3 mnaith afier Pinochess
coup i Chile, and in 1976 the infimous
gunta &l Galderi and the genenl: ook
power. Catema founded CEMA, the
Argentinian Centre of Macmoeconomis
Srudies, an achiewement of which be =
justifiably proud, ard sald all hes facilites
that were making non-premnom wines,
Flis sunt a5 3 visitng professor at the
University of California st Berkeley wa
a major  tuming  point At Elenai
FIFEEITION, L1 their firss weskend off, the
couple headed for the Mapa Valley wath
Adrisnna, their new baby in a backpack
W vizited Robert Maondavi and rasting
the wines wai a shogk | lowed the fruin
and freshines of the Puné Blane, and the

DECANTER HALL OF FAME: PAST RECIPIENTS

2008 Christien Mowsix Bordeaux
2007 Antheny Barien Bordeau
2006 Marcel Guigal Aldne
2008 ErnztLeasen Masel
2004 Brimn Croser Adelaide Hills
I003 Jean-Michel Cazes Bordeaux
2002 Miguel Torres Pereds

2001 Jean-Claude Rouzaud Chammagne
2000 Paul Draper Calfornia
1995 Jancis Robinzon MW OBE Loncon
1998 Angele Gaja Piedrmong
1987 Len Evans OBE AD Ausralia
1996 Georg Riedsl Auistria

1985 Hugh Johnion OBE Lordon
1994 May-Eliare de Lencaqueiaing Jernaus
1988 Michsel Broadbent Larsdorn
1992 André Tchelistchel Calilorria
1891 Jasé lgnacio Demecg Jeres
1990 Prof Emile Peynaud Bardeaus
1985 Robert Mondavi Caliloeria
1928 Max Schubert Ausstrala
1987 Alewis Lichine Eordraums
1986 Marchese Piers Antinori Foence
1985 Lawra and Corinne
Mentzelopoulas Bordeaix
19284 Serge Hochar Lebanon
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Cabernet ﬁil.:'hpm-n- :||l|'u'.n.|5'||. youg,
wak s fll ef i, aeoans asd Bavear I
wai 3 rewelatsen) He Gl the application
of hard work and moncy to the best
Cabernet and Chardonnay, plus a dash of
oak, would bring him Argentina’s answer
tor Medor and Montrachet. ‘But [ focgot
abeout climate, or teropdr — my conchuaon
was superficizl, prematare.”

Tt whasn't entirely & falee dawn. Planting
Crbernet and Chardonnay in Agrelo on
hiis retern m.ﬁr‘enl:il:m i 1985 marked
the beginning of an onderstanding of the
relatigmship between temperature  and
eliate, He was les eonvinced abogt
Pladlsee, but fels he owed it 1o his ageing
farhuer 1oy i o 1984, he mwirrected
the negleeved eld-vine badbee, adll
k.'ll'ﬂ'l-‘ul'ﬂ F Uﬂ Fra.n:n:, Brnvng 131 |JH.'
Blha (hectare) Angelica venevard In
Blaspi’s Lunlanta destrict.

To a master o search of apostles, the
Maps conwereon  brooght  Califoomia’s
renowmied Paed Flobbs to Asgentica in
1997 and the globetoting French
winemaier Jecques Lurton soon after.
Lorton’s arrival cryseallised Catenas viear
that clismase ansd TRHTperatlTe Were thee koo
b tegredr in Argenting, ‘Ome day, we served
& Cabernet, and [acgues smelt i oand il
“uhiis b froan 2 hot pegions, it remineds me of
the Languiedoe: you have the same problemn
i they do in Asiralia™ Then in arick e

if e were ta have great wane in Argentina, ==
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we wiihl peed vinevands ot mach lower
temperatares. Resalving v meove ol future
plintngy south to the Ueo Valley, he ale-
ferghted 2 consignment of Argentinian
beef for 1,000 peaple to Lurtan's wedding
dirner m Bomdeaus

Trial and success

1990 was the first of the new wintages
u.:in: extended mecerabton and pew
French oak barrigues, Argenting was still
kivoromn enly as an exporter of cheap wine
(then, Fond de Care s Argentinas most
expnmive Argentimian wine at $4 setail)
bug the Caterna Cabernes, priced ar §15,
atd the Chardonaay, a1 $13, were sany
hits in e U5 *The faet I had ne wouble
:lrllmg; thi= 'r.intlg': at those praces r]'am.g;::]
everything”

A project was started im0 1992 o select
the best frve Balber dones from 145 or so
in the Angtlica vincyard. Claster, berry sec
and resistance to disease were the criteria for
the subul:l'u.:nt planting at La Pirimide in
Agreln Tuscany’s Actilio Pagl was taken
on a5 & consultznst for the Mabec, and
when he produced the firg qualioy
vintege for export, the 1994, Catena’s
daugliter Lauzs convinged her father it
woitld be well receved. Tt weas, bur the
1996 vintage wai Malbes's warershed,
encouraging hon te plant at dilfeeens
aldeades and Mend acros microalimates.

Keen to share hiz successes, Catena
credits Laura, who sarted working at the
m-rr].'Emm'J:-: end of the 1%s, wath
the discovery of the effects of sunlght
intenstty: ‘She notced how different our
Chardonnay and Cabernet from hal-
netied bots was, and that’s what made her
start ﬂud‘:,rm_g_ the efecs of luuli_ghl:
intengity, The higl'u.-:r the mtensry, che
higher the wansformaton of |aner
taifing Givte apoath tannis, The effect
are greater in Malbee than i Cabernst,
with 1 reduction of wrematic pyraznes in
Cabernes and an dncrease in the violel
arsanas, catatnaids in Malbee!

Trral andd error, and tal aned sscoess,
have led Catena to 2 uniquely MNew Ward
view of terroar: 'In Argenbna, the physical
compontion of soils i3 not relevant becanse
bumzdsty o5 contmofled through irmgation,
The relevant terroar factors affectung
aroanis and Havour are te re, which
depend.-l an the laobede, and :unl.ighl:
intensty, which dep:mil. an aigtede” He
selects the best vineyard lot and then
Talersds thie lsest Lo from different altiades
Wines blendsd fiom diffesent alursdes
atl temperatures may be lew concentrate
than the wine rom the highen awmde
aid the et Lemperalune, bay tere i
groater complexaty and clegance!

EBleganee 1 ansther Gvourite word,
much used in hs admimtion of gicat
wane, oot least Chiwean Lafire, wrth
whach he intated 2 jumt venbure, Carm,
m 200, Christan Le Sommer, Lafte's
winemaking consaltant, cormanced owner
Baron Eric de Koothschild that a Cabernet-
Malbec blend would be better than 2 pume
Caberner. This mirrnred Catena’ own
|-|;|-:r|.!_ arsd w:inding rexac] towands the view
that the two wvarieties work bedter in
rapsdern than on cheir eam,

The basnes today @5 i the hands of
his son Erngsto, and Lavra, "They joined
entirely of their oom acond. We never
pul any pressire on them b everplung
changed in them ai they were havang
therr own familses. It was ul:rthr:.r necdied
o rediscover therr ovwn roats” Meanwhile,
from the comdost of ks Buenos Adres
home, he contnues o pall stongs @
refine the Micolis Catena Zapata blend,

Above: Catena’s flagship wine, the
Bordeaux blend Nicolis Catena Zapata

while imprewing the top sangle-virietl
Mallsee and Calbernet Sanvigion

Acknowledging thar Malbeg has che
upper hawd in Argenting s indaitry soday,
Catena frels that as the higher altiwde
vineyards mature, ‘they will give uz great
Cabernet S:.u'nplmu and at same pasant,
the market will duseover 1’ Wl 1t ever
embody the elegance of 2 Lafite? '] don't
think amyone can produce something like
Lafite That's the mystery and the greatmess
of wine. My aim i to be as close a
pnﬂihle to the great Trench wines in
terms of world rml-.'jl'.g_ bt with mwy
fithers comanents 3t the back of my
mindd, T feel it almost ipasiible”

Maote the ‘almast’, The Holy Gradl of
great wing may be elusive, but the diffident
rape anid the pride of schievement is a
supe didbeater that Micelis Catena, and his
children, won't give up oo the quest. 5

YEAR 2009

‘Micolds Catena is justly credited
with putting Argentinian wines
on the world map — by the best
expedient of focusing entirely on
quality. It's great to know he has

started a wine dynasty, too!
Juncis Robinson MW

‘Nicolds Catena is an inspiration,
not only to the wine industry in
Argentina, but to the global
industry as a whole. His foresight
and passion have carried the fine
wine business forward for
generations to come. We
congratulate him on this well-

deserved award!
Michael Yurch, president, Sherry-
Lehmann

The arrival of Argentinian wines
on the world stage was Initlated
by Catena's vision and the way he
changed the quality of wines for
export, helped by his daughter. |
have a deep admiration of him as
visionary —a Mondavi in his own
way,

AHfred Bannie, DiamAndes and

Chateau Malartic-Lagraviéng

'Micolas Catena is a figure in
Argentina of the stature of
Robert Mondaviin Napa or
Angelo Gaja in Piedmont. He
inspired an entire region to strive
for a higher level of quality by his
successful exploration of high
altitude vineyards and rigorous

clonal selection.
I.lﬂj' Stene, Maiter Semmelier and
trustes, James Beard Foundation

‘Micolds has theories for
everything from advertising
spend as a percentage of profit
to why you should spoil your
kids. He balances this by enjoying
the good things In life. He is a
visionary and a risk taker, so long

as the arguments are good!
Marine Gayan MW,
Argentina’s only Master of Wine
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www.catenazapata.com
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