Episode 42 Rioja – Spain's Timeless Classic
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
After Barolo's regal intensity, we're heading south to Rioja—where tradition and innovation collide in Spain's most famous wine region. 
Here, the Tempranillo grape spins tales of oak and earth, producing wines that range from $10 weekday sippers to $200 collector's items. By the end, you'll decode those mysterious back labels and discover why Rioja is the ultimate "buy more, age longer" wine.

Why Rioja Stands Apart
· Aging System: The only region that guarantees wine quality by labeling aging duration
· Tempranillo's Magic: Thick skins + high acid = age-worthy yet approachable reds
· Oak Obsession: American oak (vanilla) vs. French oak (spice) creates distinct styles
Fun Fact: That "Rioja" name? It comes from the Río Oja (Oja River), though most vineyards are actually near the Ebro River.

The Rioja Code: Crack the Label
	Classification
	Meaning
	Minimum Aging
	Flavor Profile

	Joven
	"Young," no oak
	None
	Fresh red fruit, juicy

	Crianza
	"Raised" in oak
	1 yr oak + 1 yr bottle
	Vanilla, cherry

	Reserva
	Selective aging
	1 yr oak + 2 yr bottle
	Leather, dried fig

	Gran Reserva
	Only in great vintages
	2 yr oak + 3 yr bottle
	Tobacco, cedar, truffle


Pro Tip: For best value, buy Reserva 5-10 years after vintage—already aged but half the price of new releases.

Sub-Regions: One Rioja, Three Faces
1. Rioja Alta (The Classic)
· Style: Elegant, balanced acidity
· Try: López de Heredia Viña Tondonia ($50)
2. Rioja Alavesa (The Finesse)
· Style: Silky, floral, higher altitude
· Try: Remelluri ($40)
3. Rioja Oriental (The Bold)
· Style: Riper, jammier (formerly "Baja")
· Try: Bodegas Ontañón ($20)
Memory Trick: "Alta=Altitude, Alavesa=Allure, Oriental=Opulent"

Modern vs. Traditional Showdown
	Traditional Rioja
	Modern Rioja

	Long American oak aging
	Shorter French oak

	Earthy, savory
	Riper fruit, darker color

	Eg. Muga Prado Enea ($80)
	Eg. Contino ($45)


Try This: Taste both styles side-by-side with Manchego cheese—notice how the nuttiness pairs differently.

Food Pairing Goldmines
· Crianza: Paella, grilled chorizo
· Reserva: Lamb chops, mushroom croquettes
· Gran Reserva: Beef cheek stew, aged Idiazábal cheese
Avoid: Delicate fish—Tempranillo's tannins need fat.

Wine Nerd Alert
· "Viñedo Singular": New single-vineyard designation (like Burgundy's climats)
· White Rioja Revival: Old-school oak-aged whites (try Marqués de Murrieta, $30)

Try This: The Aging Experiment
1. Buy a Crianza (2019) and Gran Reserva (2012) from the same producer
2. Compare:
· How oak integrates with time
· Fruit vs. savory evolution

On the Next Sip...
Why does Mosel Riesling taste like crushed rocks? Episode 43 explores "Germany’s Steep Vineyard Miracle."
Until then, remember: Rioja is Spain’s gift to patient drinkers—stock up and let time work its magic. ¡Salud! 🍷
